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World evangelism - Why? How? Who? These are the questions we are concerned with during Urbana 
70. As we seek solutions, we will naturally be looking at the world around us and at the future that lies 
ahead. For unless we can understand the world we live in, we will be in a poor position to talk about 
evangelizing that world. By the same token, unless we can understand what produced the world we live 
in - that is, where we came from and why we stand at this particular juncture in history - we can 
scarcely hope to understand our present age. 
 
I am well aware that it is in vogue today to call this the Now Generation. We are intensely concerned 
with the here and now. We want to be where the action is today, not where it was yesterday, nor where 
it will be tomorrow. Yesterday is gone forever, and who knows if tomorrow will ever come? So I can 
live only in and for today. From one standpoint, this is a noble aspiration. However, proper focus on the 
present requires a proper focus on the past from which we have come and on the future to which we are 
heading. A man is not only lost when he does not know where he is going; he is also lost when he does 
not know where he has come from. 
 
The very mention of the word history may already have caused some of us to turn off our hearing aids. 
Perhaps we consider history as either a prison to chain us to the past or an irrelevant factor to be 
ignored. To be sure, history can serve as a prison binding us to traditions which may hinder our own 
creative growth. But let us not forget that history may also be a pedestal on which we may stand and 
launch out to new horizons. We can stand on the shoulders of our forebears and view more distant 
horizons with greater clarity. But if we choose to ignore the past, we lose the benefit of all that history 
can teach us. And we do well to recall the wise dictum, He who refuses to learn from history is 
condemned to repeat it. So we will attempt now to set in historical focus the present student generation 
and its relationship to world evangelism. 
 
Where do we stand as students at Urbana 70 in relationship to God's plans for world evangelism? 
 
Dr. Clarence Shedd of Yale University, in his definitive work entitled Two Centuries of Student 
Christian Movements, makes the following statement: 
 

In all ages the great creative religious ideas have been the achievement of the intellectual and spiritual insight of 
young men ... In literature, the arts, the sciences, many of the most revolutionary ideas have been worked out by 
young men under thirty and frequently by youth between 18 and 25 ... Since Jesus' time numberless bands of 
Christian youth have turned the world upside down and thus led mankind forward in its struggle for freedom, and 
deeper religious experience. The universities have always been breeding places for such groups. 

 
(It is interesting to note that this was written in 1943 and not in 1970, as might be assumed.) 
 
The university as we know it today did not exist during the early centuries of Christianity, nor during 
the so-called Dark Ages. Therefore, during that period there was no exact parallel to the students of 
today. However, it is significant that the only true missionary work which was carried out during the 
Dark Ages was led by the monks of the monastic movement. The monasteries of the day were 
academic as well as cultural and religious centers. It is, therefore, reasonable to say they represent the 
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academic community of the day. And it was from this academic community that the gospel was spread 
to the pagan lands surrounding the civilized nations of the Roman and post-Roman Empires. 
 
For example, Martin of Tours of the fourth century, patron saint of France and the monk for whom 
Martin Luther was named, has been described as "a true evangelist, who traveled far and wide, 
combatting paganism at every step, and bringing the gospel to bear on the life of the country folks in 
regions in which previously it had been limited to the cities." 
 
Or consider Columba, the great Irish monk who lived A.D. 521 to 597. He founded a monastery on the 
island of Iona that became a center for the evangelization of Scotland. Indeed, it has been said by 
competent church historians that "monks were the missionaries of the medieval church. They went out 
as fearless soldiers of the Cross to found new monasteries, and these became centers from which whole 
tribes were won to Christianity." 
 
Thus, even in the medieval period it was the academic community that led the way in the 
evangelization of the pagan world. 
 
When we move into the period of the Renaissance and the Reformation, the university had already 
developed into a significant factor of life. As a matter of fact, the first universities in Europe actually 
grew out of the monasteries. In tracing the history of the modern missionary movement, it is 
remarkable that students have played a decisive role in most, if not all, of the greatest forward 
movements of the church in world evangelism. It has often been through their vision and energy that 
the church has been propelled into renewed efforts of outreach. 
 
Thus, in our attempt to place this present student generation in historical focus, it is well to see the rich 
heritage left to us by former generations of students. 
 
Probably the earliest traceable instance in which students had a part in promoting world outreach is 
found in Germany in the early seventeenth century. A group of seven young law students in Lübeck 
committed themselves to carry the gospel overseas. At least three of them sailed for Africa. Only the 
name of Peter Heiling has survived today. He went to Abyssinia in 1634. During some twenty years 
there he translated the Bible into the Amharic language and later died a martyr. No successors carried 
on his work, but the translation of the Scriptures was a significant contribution which unquestionably 
left results. 
 
The name of Count Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700-1760) stands high in the annals of 
missionary history as a leader of the great Moravian movement, one of the first, most effective and 
most enduring of missionary enterprises. Between the ages of ten and sixteen he studied in the pietistic 
Paedagogium in Halle, Germany, and personally knew both Spener and Francke, the founders of 
Pietism. While in this school he and five other young students formed The Order of the Grain of 
Mustard Seed, a spiritual secret society. They declared for themselves four purposes: to witness to the 
power of Jesus Christ, to draw together other Christians in fellowship regardless of ecclesiastical 
connection, to help those suffering for their faith and to carry the gospel of Christ to the heathen 
beyond the seas. Thus, it was as a student that Zinzendorf took his first steps toward a world outreach. 
By 1732, Zinzendorf's burden for sharing the gospel had become so great that he became one of the 
leaders in founding Moravian missions. Their first two missionaries sailed for the West Indies in 
August, 1732. 
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Thus, the modern worldwide missionary movement (which traces part of its roots to the Moravians of 
1732) was actually born in the hearts of a group of students at Halle who joined together to pray and 
work for world evangelism. 
 
During this same period, God was at work in the hearts of two brothers in England - John and Charles 
Wesley. While John is known primarily as an evangelist and theologian and Charles as a hymn writer, 
they both began their remarkable careers as overseas missionaries. In 1735 they sailed to the colony of 
Georgia with General Oglethorpe with the specific purpose of evangelizing the Indians. But where had 
they received this vision? While they were students at Oxford University, they had banded together 
with like-minded students in a fellowship of.prayer and Bible study. This group was dubbed by their 
contemporaries as the "Holy Club" and later, because of their methodical approach to life, the 
"Methodists." It was through this group that the Wesley brothers began to see their responsibility to 
share their faith with those who did not know Christ. 
 
No summary of the movement of God among students in England would be complete without reference 
to Charles Simeon. As a fellow of King's College, Cambridge, his remarkable ministry spanned fifty-
four years (1782-1836). The Inter-Varsity Fellowship of England (from which IVCF in the United 
States and Canada grew) traces its origins directly to the great work done by Simeon at Cambridge. Out 
of the small groups for Bible study and prayer which Simeon led came some of the great leaders of the 
church during the nineteenth century. 
 
When David Livingstone visited Cambridge in 1857 on one of his returns from Africa, students in 
these groups that had been founded by Simeon were moved to form the Cambridge University Church 
Missionary Union to encourage a more active missionary spirit on that campus. 
 
In 1882 the American evangelist D. L. Moody visited Cambridge. While his ministry caused a great 
impact in terms of evangelism, historian J. C. Pollock points out that "it was in the increase of 
missionary zeal that the impetus given by Moody was the most marked ... Many of Moody's converts 
were soon sensing a call to the foreign field." 
 
One indication of this was that the following year at Cambridge seven of the outstanding student 
leaders applied to the China Inland Mission, recently founded by J. Hudson Taylor. These young men 
included such leaders as C. T. Studd, captain of the cricket team, and Stanley Smith, the stroke oar on 
the varsity crew. Following graduation from Cambridge the seven men decided to travel together 
throughout the British Isles for a few months to share with the churches and schools the burden for 
world evangelism which God had given to them. By the time they sailed for China in February, 1885, 
their brief tour had made such an abiding impact on the church of Britain that in subsequent years 
literally hundreds of young people volunteered for overseas service. 
 
On the North American continent the beginnings of overseas interest on the part of the church can be 
traced directly to students, and, in particular, to one student, Samuel J. Mills, Jr. (1783-1818). Before 
his birth Samuel J. Mills mother reportedly consecrated him to God for missionary service, a 
remarkable fact when one remembers that in those days there was no such thing as a mission board in 
North America. The church here apparently felt little or no obligation to evangelize beyond its own 
immediate borders. 
 
Converted at the age of seventeen during the Great Awakening, Mills enrolled in Williams College in 
Massachusetts in 1806. Here it soon became his custom to spend Wednesday and Saturday afternoons 
in prayer with other students on the banks of the Hoosack River, which flowed near the campus. One 
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Saturday afternoon in August, Mills and his companions were caught in a thunderstorm as they 
returned from their prayer meeting. They sought refuge under a haystack and spent their time in prayer 
as they waited out the storm. The focus of their prayer that day turned to the awakening of foreign 
missionary interest among their fellow students. One historian says of them, "Bowed in prayer, these 
first American student volunteers for foreign missions willed that God should have their lives for 
service wherever He needed them, and in that self-dedication really gave birth to the first student 
missionary society in America." 
 
Returning to the campus, Mills and his friends formed The Society of the Brethren, whose members 
were bound together by oath to pray for one another that God would use them in spreading the gospel 
to other parts of the world. During the next four years, several of the members went on to other schools, 
where they formed new chapters of this society. 
 
By 1810, these students had become so convinced that God wanted to send some of them overseas that 
they decided it was time to take steps in that direction. In June of that year, they went to the annual 
assembly of the Congregational Churches of Massachusetts with a petition for action. It requested that 
a foreign mission society be formed which would serve as the channel to send young people overseas. 
The petition was originally signed by six students, but not wishing to scare off their elders with too 
long a list, they eliminated two names, leaving only four. 
 
An interesting facet of this story is the rapidity with which the church acted. The petition was presented 
on June 28, 1810. On June 29, 1810, the assembly voted to form the American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions - the first foreign missionary society in North America. By 
February, 1812, less than two years later, their first volunteers sailed for India. Among them was 
Adoniram Judson, who later persuaded the Baptists to form their own society, which, in turn, became 
the second mission board in North America. 
 
Today it is popular to criticize the church for failure to be sufficiently concerned with the social and 
physical needs of people. However, anyone who studies the life of Samuel J. Mills will be impressed 
with the breadth of his concerns. For him there was no false dichotomy between "home" and "foreign" 
missions or between social concern and evangelism. He saw the world as a whole in need of Christ. 
 
In addition to founding the Society of the Brethren and being instrumental in the founding of the first 
foreign missionary society, Mills participated in many other activities. He spent some of his summers 
in New York's urban slums, in what we call today the ghettos, ministering to the social, physical and 
spiritual needs of the poor. While there he saw the needs of seamen who came into the port of New 
York from around the world. He saw the potential also of putting the Word of God into their hands to 
be taken to other parts of the world. So he helped to found the Marine Bible Society, whose purpose 
was to evangelize the seamen in New York and then provide them with Bibles to be spread around the 
world. 
 
In 1816, he also was a founding member of the American Bible Society, a group whose influence on 
world evangelism for a century and a half has been incalculable. He also helped to organize the Foreign 
Mission School at Cornwall, Connecticut, whose purpose was to train international students from 
overseas to return to their countries to evangelize. 
 
Mills was also impressed with the needs of the American Indians. He made several trips to the 
Mississippi Valley and helped to organize home missions to these Indians. 
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While he desperately wanted to go overseas himself, he was persuaded by others to remain in the U.S. 
to help foment missionary concern among young people. The crowning glory of Mills' work came 
through his keen insight. 
 
He saw the needs of Africa, a continent as yet almost totally unevangelized. Then he looked at one of 
the glaring social ills of the United States at that time - slavery. This was an issue that was not as yet 
widely discussed in the early 1800s. Mills felt deeply concerned to evangelize and liberate these slaves. 
Putting together his concern for Africa and his desire to help the slaves, he conceived the idea of 
liberating these slaves and sending them back to Africa to evangelize their own people. In 1817, he 
participated in the founding of the American Colonization Society, whose purpose was to evangelize, 
liberate and repatriate slaves from North America to Africa. 
 
In November, 1817, Mills went to Africa to survey lands in what is now Liberia to find a suitable place 
for this repatriation program. In June, 1818, while returning from Africa, he was taken ill and died at 
sea at the age of thirty-five. Less than twelve years had passed since this young man had knelt under a 
haystack with his companions near Williams College. Yet in that short span, he was instrumental in the 
founding of the Society of the Brethren, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, 
and the Foreign Missions School, worked among the poverty-stricken in the ghettos of New York, 
helped form the Marine Bible Society, the American Bible Society, and home missions to the Indians 
of the Mississippi Valley and finally gave his life in the effort to break the chains of slavery and 
combine this with the evangelization of Africa. Not bad for a life span of thirty-five years! 
 
During the next half-century, the Society of the Brethren expanded in its influence throughout the 
universities of the United States. Then, in 1851, a new society - the YMCA - came to the U.S. from 
England. The major emphasis of the YMCA was evangelistic, combined with efforts to meet the social 
and physical needs of young men. Within three years, there was a YMCA in nearly every major city of 
the United States. As early as 1856, YMCAs were beginning to appear on the campuses as well. At this 
time there was no movement working exclusively among the university students of the United States. 
 
In 1877, the YMCA formally organized its collegiate division. Luther Wishard was named full-time 
secretary. He was the only such university worker in the world at that time. Wishard was a missionary 
candidate, and he considered his work on the campuses to be not only evangelism and social welfare, 
but also awakening missionary interest among students. In fact, he was so anxious to go overseas 
himself that it was a major spiritual struggle for him when the YMCA asked him to remain in the 
United States for an extended period of time to serve the students here. During his first year as YMCA 
secretary, Wishard visited Williams College and knelt at the monument on the site of the Haystack 
Prayer Meeting held in 1806 to commit himself anew to God and to the world outreach of his church, 
saying, "I am willing to go anywhere at any time to do anything for Jesus." 
 
Let me read from a report of that Convention: 
 

The Convention at Des Moines in 1920 was a revolt against older leadership. The ... students who gathered there 
were not dominated by any great missionary purpose ... They rightly believed that selfishness and foolishness had 
involved the world in terrible war and bloodshed and they expressed their intention to take control of Church and 
State in an effort to bring about better conditions ... Many students were determined to work for reforms - either 
with or without the help of God. 

 
Reports of the conventions for the next sixteen years indicate a veering away from the original 
purposes of SVM and a notable absence of the watchword. By 1936, at Indianapolis, it was stated that 
"the audience was the mission field rather than the missionary force. 
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Dr. William Beahm, in a doctoral dissertation written at the University of Chicago on the history of the 
SVM, states, "Their emphasis shifted away from Bible study, evangelism, lifework decision and 
foreign mission obligation on which the SVM had originally built. Instead they now emphasized new 
issues such as race relations, economic injustice and imperialism." In view of this Dr. Beahm states that 
"by 1940 it had almost ceased to be a decisive factor either in student religious life or in the promotion 
of the missionary program of the churches." 
 
In 1959 the SVM merged with several other groups to form the National Student Christian Federation. 
This, in turn, merged in 1966 with the Roman Catholic Newman Student Federation and others to form 
the University Christian Movement. In 1969 the UCM quietly voted itself out of existence. At the time 
of this action one officer of the UCM declared, "We made some significant compromises in affirming 
our Christian identity. . . . We have failed in being self-consciously Christian," and attributed part of 
the demise of the movement to that failure. Thus, the final vestiges of the greatest student missionary 
movement in the history of the church were laid to rest, eighty-three years after the Spirit of God had 
moved so unmistakably upon the students at Mount Hermon. 
 
Yet, God does not leave himself without a witness. By the middle thirties with the great decline in 
missionary interest, the Great Depression taking its toll, war clouds rising again in Europe and the 
liberal-fundamentalist controversy raging, the church was deeply discouraged. But once again God 
moved upon students who would not be deterred from fulfilling God's call in spite of surrounding 
circumstances. 
 
In 1936, at Ben Lippen Bible Conference grounds in North Carolina, a group of students from Christian 
schools around the country shared their concern over the fact that the SVM seemed to have changed its 
original purposes and that the church in general seemed to be losing its missionary interest. Dr. Robert 
McQuilkin, founder of Columbia Bible College, counseled them as they sought God's will concerning 
what they should do. Finally, convinced that they could not sit idly by and watch the church give up its 
missionary outreach, they decided to act. The following week a delegation from Ben Lippen went to 
Keswick, New Jersey, to share with a similar conference of students there the burden God had given to 
them. After careful consultation with some SVM leaders, and feeling that their purposes were now 
different, they decided to form a new organization. 
 
Thus, the Student Foreign Missions Fellowship was organized. In 1938, the SFMF was formally 
incorporated under student leadership, and chapters were formed throughout the country on college 
campuses. Rapid growth was experienced, and once again the church was awakened through students 
who refused to be daunted by the circumstances of their lives. 
 
In 1939, IVCF came to the United States from Canada. It was soon evident that one of its purposes - 
fomenting missionary interest among students - overlapped directly with the purposes of SFMF. After 
several years of prayer and consultation both groups felt led of God to a merger, which was 
consummated in November, 1945, with the SFMF becoming the Missionary Department of IVCF. 
 
In December, 1946, the newly merged SFMF and IVCF sponsored their first international missionary 
convention, held not at Urbana, but rather at the University of Toronto, under the direction of J. Christy 
Wilson. There 575 students from across Canada and the United States gathered to consider God's 
claims upon their lives. It was my privilege to attend that convention as a student. And I can honestly 
say that it was one of the factors which God used in ultimately leading me to serve him in Latin 
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America. In 1948, the convention was moved to the University of Illinois, where it has been held every 
three years since that time. 
 
Following World War 2, there was a great upsurge of missionary concern. Veterans who had fought in 
the Pacific and European theatres of war returned to the campuses of the United States and Canada, 
deeply desirous to go back and share the gospel with the people who so recently had been their enemies 
and were now shattered in the aftermath of war. These veterans were older than the average student 
today. They had seen the world, life and death in a way few students before or since have seen it. And 
God used them to lead others into an understanding of our obligations to the world. From many 
campuses in the late 1940s and early 1950s, more students went overseas in missionary endeavor than 
at any other comparable period in history. 
 
Then came the Silent Fifties. The previous four decades had been incredible upheavals - World War I, 
the Roaring Twenties, the Great Depression of the thirties, World War 2 in the forties. Now it seemed 
as though the human race was begging for a breather. This general lull took its toll in missionary 
interest as well, and once again there was a decrease in the churches and among students. 
 
Then in the early 1960s God again spoke to students, particularly at Columbia Bible College. Student 
leaders became concerned that there was a decrease in missionary interest and outreach. The SFMF of 
the IVCF movement seemed to have stagnated. But the activism so characteristic of students in the 
sixties was also at work among missionary-minded students. New life was poured into the SFMF. An 
Inter-regional Coordinating Committee, entirely composed of and engineered by students, began to 
work closely with the national office of SFMF. Student leaders began to reach out to their peers on 
their own campuses and beyond to help revitalize missionary concern elsewhere. As God had so often 
done in the past, once again he was laying his hand on students as his means of awakening others. 
 
Yet in 1970 we stand at a crossroads similar to that at which the student movement of 1920 stood. At 
that time some said, "Let us forget evangelism, Bible study and foreign missions, and concentrate on 
the true issues of the day, such as race relations, economic injustice and imperialism." The issues, 
strangely enough, have not changed very much. But our response to those issues can determine the 
course which the church of Jesus Christ will take for the next generation. If we do not learn from 
history, we are condemned to repeat it. One of the great mistakes made in 1920 and subsequent years 
was a polarization of issues. It became an "either-or" situation-either social concern or world 
evangelism. Today we dare not ignore the burning issues of race relations, economic injustice and 
imperialism. Precisely for that reason we include these issues in our program here at Uibana with 
sessions on social concern, racism and revolution. By the same token we dare not ignore God's eternal 
and unchanging commands to his church to make the gospel of Jesus Christ, in all of its totality, 
available to all mankind. These commands will also be treated this week. 
 
To be sure, missions in the past have made mistakes. The church has been guilty of a lack of social 
concern. We must confess to a long list of failures. But in so doing, let us not forget what God has done 
in a positive way through students and missionary leaders through the ages. 
 
One of the most encouraging sign's of God's continued work among students is to see the continuity of 
what he began a generation ago at Ben Lippen. The student chairman of that conference, Mr. Joseph 
McCullough, is today the General Director of the Andes Evangelical Mission in Bolivia and is seated 
behind me tonight on the platform. The first part-time student secretary of the SFMF, Dr. Wilbert 
Norton, served in Africa for.many years and is now Professor of Missions at Wheaton College 
Graduate School of Theology. He, too, is on the platform with us. 
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The first full-time secretary of the SFMF, Dr. Kenneth Hood, is not with us tonight because he is in 
Costa Rica where he has served for twenty-five years with the Latin America Mission. His successor, 
Mr. Neill Hawkins, is not with us because he is in Brazil as field leader of the Unevangelized Fields 
Mission, with whom he has served since 1942. The next secretary, Mr. Peter Stain, served in Africa and 
is now the Home Director for Canada of the Africa Inland Mission. He is with us tonight. His 
successor, Dr. Herbert Anderson, is today the General Director of the Conservative Baptist Foreign 
Mission Society and is also with us tonight. Dr. Christy Wilson, first Missionary Director of IVCF 
following the merger with SFMF and Director of the 1946 convention at Toronto, is in Afghanistan 
where he has lived and worked for over twenty years. Dr. Norton Sterrett, Director of the 1948 Urbana 
Convention, now serving under IFES in India, is also with us. Mr. Wesley Gustafson, former 
missionary to China and Director of the 1951 Urbana Convention, is now Personnel Secretary of the 
Evangelical Free Church Board of Foreign Missions. His successor, Mr. David Adeney, is in Singapore 
directing the Discipleship Training Center. Mr. Eric Fife, who directed the last three Urbana 
Conventions, is today actively involved in Christian outreach in Florida where he moved for reasons of 
health. 
 
Thus, every former secretary of SFMF and Missionary Director of IVCF is still active and exercising a 
position of vital leadership in the world outreach of the church of Jesus Christ. 
 
So, when we are tempted to disparage the past and claim that the failures of the church and of missions 
turn us off, let us remember that the sovereign God of history is still at work. Let us make history a 
pedestal and not a prison. Let us thank God for all that he has done in the past, and let us be sure that 
we become a part of all that he wants to do in the future, for we know that the kingdoms of this world 
shall become the kingdoms of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever. 
You and I have the exciting possibility of becoming a part of God's program for world evangelism. 
This can begin right now, in our student years and on our own campuses. Let us ask him to make us 
apart of that great body of his people of whom the hymn writer speaks: 
 
    A noble army, men and boys, the matron and the maid 
    Around the Saviour's throne rejoice in robes of light arrayed. 
    They climbed the steep ascent of heaven, through peril, toil, and pain; 
    Oh God, to us may grace be given to follow in their train. 
 
 


