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these groups can totally encompass the brand of abolitionism 

expressed by the four Kansas missionaries. The antislavery 

mission, embraced by Adair, Byrd, Norton and Jones, was based on 

an all-encompassing Christian vision. To understand this impetus 

we must look at the strength and foundation of their religious 

commitment. 

All were religious men who received their ministerial 

training at Oberlin College in the 1840's. A center of 

abolitionist ferment and evangelical enthusiasm, Oberlin--Ied by 

the great Charles Grandison Finney--instilled its students with a 

theology that stressed the individual's total conversion and 

quest for perfection. Possessing this strong religious zeal, the 

four students left Oberlin determined to cleanse the country from 

sin. They joined the American Missionary Association--an 

organization with strong ideological ties to Oberlin--as a means 

to direct their theology. When trouble exploded in Kansas each 

looked to the western territory as a field needy of his labors. 

Throughout the violence, all four relied on their evangelical 

theology as the weapon against slavery. The battle raged for 

years but their arsenal--consisting of values expressing human 

brotherhood, moral righteousness, and Christian perfection--never 

ran low. 

A distinguishing aspect of their abolitionism was the stress 

on human brotherhood. Unlike many antislavery activists who 

possessed racist attitudes, the AMA missionaries attacked human 

prejudices with the unequaled amount of vigor. Confronting the 

black laws in Kansas, the four men spoke out against 
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discrimination and accepted all peoples, regardless of race, into 

their congregations. 

Abolitionism was firmly ingrained in their religious vision. 

Slavery was a an unquestionable sin against God and crime against 

man. Their mission was, therefore, to eliminate this sin by 

stressing the righteousness of human brotherhood. In this sense, 

they were evangelicals first, and abolitionists second. However, 

one cannot question their dedication to the abolitionist cause. 

Their commitment to the antislavery cause was strong. In effect 

it was this strict religious conviction that provided the Kansas 

missionaries with the strength to continue the fight to redeem 

the world from the sin of slavery. The power of this religious 

faith cannot be underestimated. 

In this paper, I try to recount the lives of these four 

men. Historically, they have been forgotten, but their 

influence in the Kansas struggle should not be ignored. They 

worked daily, within their communities, at preventing the 

expansion of slavery and at breaking down racial prejudices. 

Instead of simply denouncing slavery from afar, these men 

enlisted in the antislavery crusade to do battle in a hostile new 

territory. They wrote frequently about the daily confrontations 

and the importance of freedom in Kansas. Throughout the 

struggle, they relied on a religious vision, instilled at 

Oberlin, which stressed human perfection and universal 

brotherhood. And above all, they believed that their faith would 

prevail. 
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CHAPTER I 

Oberlin 

"Be ye therefore perfect, even as 
your Father which is in heaven is 
perfect." 

Mathew 5:48 

Samuel Lyle Adair was deeply saddened when he could not 

attend Oberlin's fifty-year Jubilee, in 1883. Plagued by poor 

health, he was forced to decline President James H. Fairchild's 

invitation to join his fellow classmates in the celebrations. 

From his home in Osawatomie, Kansas, Adair proudly replied, "I 

implore God's blessings upon the class of 1838, upon all who may 

attend this jubilee, and upon my dear Alma Mater in the future." 1 

For half a century, Oberlin had been educating young people 

in its Preparatory school, College, and Theological Seminary. 

Samuel L. Adair, John H. Byrd, Harvey Jones and Horatio N. Norton 

were all part of Oberlin's experiment. All spent at least three 

years in Oberlin and all were enrolled during the 1840's. Later 

all would emigrate to Kansas as part of the movement to make a 

claim for freedom in the territories. There is little doubt that 

their years in Oberlin were influential in shaping their lives 

and attitudes on such issues as slavery, Christianity, and social 

reform. Like most of the school's graduates, Oberlin left its 

philosophical mark on each man. To understand this Oberlin-creed 

a brief overview of the school's founding is necessary. 
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THE HISTORY 

The plan for a school in Oberlin originated in the mind of 

the Reverend John Jay Shipherd. A Presbyterian minister, 

Shipherd had left New York in 1830 to spread the Gospel in the 

midwestern territories, especially the Mississippi Valley. 

Travelling throughout the fall, he and his family landed in 

Elyria--a small religious community in rural Ohio. 2 Shipherd 

promptly took up the pulpit in the First Presbyterian Church of 

Elyria and preached regularly in the surrounding areas. But life 

in Elyria would not totally satisfy the young and ambitious 

minister, who--as the acclaimed Oberlin College historian Robert 

S. Fletcher, has stated-- Il had evolved a grander scheme for 

bringing salvation to the Great Valley. ,,3 

Shipherd's plan, which can be best understood as part of the 

wave of social reform which swept across America in the early 

nineteenth century, centered on establishing a Christian colony 

unscathed by life's sinful influences. In a letter to his father 

in August of 1832, Shipherd described a plan to "form a colony 

for the promotion of like or superior intelligence of Christian 

simplicity." Members of the colony, Shipherd hoped, would be 

called "to the ministry & to useful stations in the world. The 

sole aim will be to train them for usefulness. ,,4 The colony and 

the school would be named Oberlin after the French Pastor, Jean 

Frederic Oberlin, a man Shipherd deeply respected for his 

religious and humanitarian views. Although acquiring the 

essential funds posed an initial threat to his scheme, financial 

complications were soon overcome, and by the end of 1833 a 

faculty had been formed and in December the Oberlin Institute 
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opened its doors. 

Yet, in little under a year of operation, the school was 

again confronted by financial hardships. As before, Shipherd set 

off tin a fund-raising mission, which this time brought him to 

Cincinnati. Shipherd had heard of the open conflict which had 

erupted at Lane Seminary over the issue of the students' right to 

establish an antislavery society. He rushed to Cincinnati and 

quickly began negotiations with Asa Mahan, a Lane Trustee who 

broke with the board because of his uncompromising antislavery 

position. Over the next few days, Shipherd worked closely with 

Mahan to secure the transfer and enrollment of the Rebels to 

Oberlin. 

A deal was finally struck. The Rebels would agree to 

transfer to Oberlin, if Shipherd agreed to a number of their 

demands. The demands included the election of Asa Mahan as 

President, control over the appointment of the faculty and the 

establishment of College regulations, and most importantly, the 

acceptance of free speech and the acceptance of blacks to the 

student body. Shipherd consented to all and after a brief 

struggle with the Oberlin Trustees over the enrollment of 

blacks, Shipherd, with the aid of the Board's Chairman John 

Keep, succeeded in persuading the Board to pass all of the 

measures. 

with the Lane rebels committed to attending Oberlin, 

Shipherd was now able to attract the financial support of the 

wealthy Tappan brothers of New York. In addition to supplying 

over $10,000 for construction costs, the Tappan's agreed to fund 
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the salaries of eight faculty members. Lewis Tappan also aided 

Shipherd in recruiting to Oberlin the great evangelical and 

revivalist minister Charles Grandison Finney as a Professor of 

Theology. Finney's impact on Oberlin was enormous. To 

understand his influence on Oberlin, one must carefully look at 

the theology that accompanied his arrival. 

FINNEY'S PERFECTIONISM 

Charles Grandison Finney was the leading evangelist of ante 

bellum America. Born on August 29, 1792, in Connecticut, 

Finney's early years were unmarked by religious commitment. But 

while studying law in western New York, he befriended the 

Presbyterian minister George W. Gale--the future founder of the 

Oneida Institute and Knox College. Finney was deeply influenced 

by Gale's spiritual encouragement and underwent an electrifying 

conversion, on an early October morning in 1821, that would 

forever change his life. S 

Thereafter, Finney quickly prepared for a life in the 

ministry and was ordained a Presbyterian minister in July 1824. 

A lean man with piercing blue eyes, Finney rejected the 

"mouthing .•. lofty style of preaching" popular in his day and 

instead developed a distinctive style of preaching that spoke 

directly to people in their common language. 6 He developed a 

systematic theology based on order and direction while disdaining 

the popular urge for sensationalism. 7 Finney's audiences 

steadily grew and at the request of friends, he took up residence 

in New York City where he quickly became the prominent spokesmen 
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for the City's Free Church movement. 

After leading the conversions of thousands of souls in New 

York's "Burned-Over District," Finney brought his theology to 

Oberlin in May 1835. The young Oberlin was quite fortunate to 

obtain such a man. Finney had become the country's leading 

evangelist, an outspoken critic of slavery, a leading advocate 

for women's right to prayer, and an active supporter of the 

reformist ferment in the east. Supported by wealthy businessmen

-most notable the Tappan brothers--Finney had attracted 

widespread attention and a flock of supporters adhering to his 

"New Measures." When Oberlin employed Finney, it not only 

acquired a man but a theology that would shape the school. 

Finney took Oberlin by storm. As Professor of Theology, he 

lectured daily to new and ambitious seminary students. Each week 

he delivered a rousing sermon to the College and community on 

such subjects as "Sanctification," "Unbelief," "Communion with 

God," "Temptation," and many more. His sermons were reprinted in 

the Oberlin Evangelist for all to read and study. Under the 

agreement of his contract he spent three months a year on revival 

tours throughout the country, spreading a message that could be 

linked with Oberlin. 

His ideas on Christian Perfectionism found a home in the 

Oberlin environment. Finney, along with Oberlin President Asa 

Mahan and faculty members John Morgan and Henry Cowles, began 

preaching the doctrines of Perfectionism--a life of perfect 

holiness and freedom from sin--in the fall of 1836. 8 The Oberlin 

leaders, lead by Finney, believed that man--with Christ's help-

was able to achieve his highest level of Christian righteousness. 
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"Righteousness," as Robert Fletcher has explained, "was 

interpreted as love of God and fellow man .•. It was man's 

privilege and duty, said the Oberlin thinkers, to lead a 

perfectly ethical and righteous life and to create a perfectly 

ethical and righteous social order.,,9 President Mahan set forth 

this doctrine in a speech delivered to the Oberlin "Society of 

Inquiry" in September 1838. 

What is perfection in holiness? I answer it is perfect 
obedience to the moral law ••• it is loving God with all our 
powers and our neighbors as ourselves. "Love is the fulfilling 
of the law." In the Christian, perfection in holiness implies 
the consecration of his whole being to Christ--the sUbjection 
of all his powers and susceptibilities to the control of one 
principle, "faith in the son of God." This is what moral law 
demands of him in his circumstance. 10 

The key to Mahan's vision of "perfect obedience" was its 

availability. The Oberlin professors rejected the strict Calvinist 

notion of original sin, and instead believed the possibility for 

salvation lay open to everyone. Sin, they believed, was not an 

inherent, but a voluntary act. Men were not naturally condemned, 

but rather possessed the capacity for good. 11 The state of 

Holiness, or Sanctification, could--if the individual worked for 

it--be attained within the realm of human existence. Henry 

Cowles describes this human potential in an article in the 

Oberlin Evangelist. 

Love the Lord our God with all our heart, and soul and 
strength, and mind and our neighbor as ourselves--Luke 10:27-
that we exercise the love to God in adoration, reverence, 
submission and universal obedience in repentance for sin and 
faith in Christ for ? .. God requires us to do all we can, 
continually to honor, love, and serve himself and promote the 
wellbeing of our fellow creatures. Yes it is attainable. 12 

It was through the doctrine of Perfectionism that the 
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Oberlin thinkers found a base for their opposition to slavery. 

since the school's beginnings, Oberlin leaders had supported the 

antislavery cause. The emerging Oberlin theology recognized the 

sinful nature of slavery. In a sermon entitled liThe Law of God," 

Finney lashed out against the churches which accepted slavery. 

He charged, 

In the light of this law, how perfectly obvious it is, that 
slavery is from Hell. Is it possible that we are to be told 
that slavery is a divine institution? .. Oh Shame, where is thy 
blush? What makes a man a slave--set aside his moral agency-
treat him as a mere piece of property ••• and then contend that 
this is keeping with the law of God, which, on pain of death 
required that every man should love his neighbor as himself! 
This is certainly to my mind one of the most monstrous and 
ridiculous assertions ever made. 13 

Finney's stand against slavery is clearly apparent in this 

statement. Yet, although he remained a steady opponent of slavey, 

he was often criticized for supplying only moderate support to 

the abolitionist cause. To Finney, conversion and salvation were 

the ultimate end. Hence, he reserved his energy for the 

evangelical crusade to save souls. Finney believed that once 

conversion occurred, slavery would naturally be obliterated. 

Although Finney was accused of not contributing enough to 

the antislavery movement, his theological position on Christian 

living provided the ideological base for Oberlin's abolitionism. 

His ideas provided a structured theological framework where 

abolitionist ideals could intertwine with Christian doctrine. 14 

The result was an opposition to slavery which became activated 

within the Oberlin missionary impulse. Every student who entered 

Oberlin during Finney's tenure deeply felt the influence of the 

Oberlin theology. 
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THE STUDENTS 

pious young students wishing to pursue ministerial training 

or simply attend a school with a student body committed to social 

reform flocked to the Oberlin Institute. with Finney on the 

faculty and with the admittance of both blacks and women, Oberlin 

carved itself a distinctive niche in the history of American 

education. As Robert S. Fletcher wrote, "Oberlin was about the 

only college left for young radicals to attend.,,15 A temperament 

emerged in Oberlin, stretching into the 1840's and beyond, which 

viewed its educational training as a tool for reforming immoral 

America. It was this reputation which attracted young religious 

enthusiasts from the Northeast. 

Amoung such idealists was Samuel Lyle Adair, the first of 

our four missionaries to graduate from Oberlin. Born on April 

22, 1811, in rural Ohio, Adair was raised in a large farming 

family of Presbyterian faith. He first entered Western Reserve 

Academy in Hudson, Ohio, in 1832 and after two years in the 

preparatory course entered the collegiate course. During his 

years at Hudson, Adair developed strong views on abolitionism and 

the evil nature of slavery. In 1837, he decided to take his 

senior year at Oberlin which had already become known for its 

strong anti-slavery position. A year later, Adair earned his 

Bachelors degree as a member of Oberlin's second graduating class 

which also included future Oberlin President James H. Fairchild, 

and his brother Edward H. Fairchild, who would later become 

President of Berea College. 
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Instead of returning home to Paint County to become a school 

teacher as his father desired, Adair remained in Oberlin to 

continue his studies in the Theological Department. While a 

student, he often attended lectures and sermons by President 

Mahan in addition to studying Didactic and Polemic Theology under 

the Finney. Adair completed his theology degree in the summer of 

1841 and was ordained, in Oberlin, on August 24, 1841. 16 

During his four years in Oberlin Adair was involved in a 

serious courtship. Samuel had met FIorella Brown in Hudson in 

1834. She was the daughter of Oberlin Trustee Owen Brown, and 

the half sister of the radical abolitionist John Brown who would 

later gain fame and noteriety for his activities in Kansas and at 

Harpers Ferry. On October 15, 1835, at the age of nineteen, 

FIorella enrolled in the Female Department of the Oberlin 

Collegiate Institute. 17 Upon arrival, she wrote that she hoped 

to "prepare herself for usefulness in whatever field the Lord may 

see fit.,,18 Three years later, FIorella, along with thirteen 

other women, became the second graduating class of the Ladies 

Department, and one of the first women in America to receive a 

College degree. 

Although FIorella left Oberlin to return to Hudson in 1839, 

her relationship with Samuel continued to grow. Over the next 

few years, they wrote to each other frequently and 

affectionately, and arranged meetings when possible. Their 

letters during this period reveal a strong concern for religion 

and salvation in addition to expressing their love for one 

another. In a letter to FIorella, Samuel wrote, "Let us seek 

that love which is of the stronger, nobler kind, and let us also 

13 



remember that it exceedingly grieves the heart of the Blessed 

Savior to see whom he loves walking in darkness." 19 FIorella's 

responses contain an equally strong enthusiasm for a Christian 

life. Their mutual religious commitment and desire to serve God 

was a uniting force. Shortly after Samuel completed his Seminary 

degree the two were married in FIorella's father's house on 

November 24, 1841. 20 

The second of our four men to graduate from Oberlin was 

Horatio N. Norton. Information on Norton's life prior to joining 

the ANA is scarce. In 1834, he left East Bloomfield, New York, to 

attend Oberlin College. He was enrolled in the Collegiate Course 

for over a year but never received his degree. After leaving 

school for two years, he returned to Oberlin in the fall of 1837 

to enroll in the Theological Course. For the next five years, 

Norton studied off and on and finally received his Seminary 

degree in the summer of 1842. He was married soon after 

graduation, on August 4, 1842, to Frances N. Cudit. 21 

Of the four men, John Huntington Byrd spent the most time in 

Oberlin--over nine years. He was born the son of Thomas and 

Abigail Huntington Byrd on December 28, 1816, in Vergennes, 

Vermont. Raised in a Quaker household, he joined the Society of 

Friends at a very young age. In 1837, at the age of twenty-one, 

he left his home in Vermont to attend the Oberlin Preparatory 

School. After a full three years of preparatory coursework, he 

enrolled in the College and received his Bachelor's degree in 

1843. In 1841 he joined the Congregational Church in Oberlin 

which resulted in a lifelong commitment to that faith. Byrd 
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continued his studies in the Theological Department, receiving 

his degree in 1846, and was soon after ordained a Congregational 

minister by the Northwest Ohio Association of Ridgefield, Ohio. 

Less than a year later, on May 10 1847, John Byrd married 

Elizabeth Adelaide Lowe, and settled in Fort Pleasant, 

Michigan. 22 

Harvey Jones was the last to finish at Oberlin. Born near 

Pittsburgh in Chartiers, Pennsylvania, on June 22, 1821, Jones 

was raised the son of a merchant. During his early years he 

worked in his father's store and attended the Methodist 

Protestant Church of which he became a member in 1839. In the 

early 1840's, he left home to enroll in a preparatory course in 

New Athens, Ohio. After a short term of study there, he arrived 

in Oberlin in 1844. For three years he studied in the College 

course, but was forced to take a leave of absence in 1847 due to 

health problems. For the next two years, Jones worked as a 

corpolator, collecting funds and distributing pamphlets for the 

American Tract Society--an interdenominational organization which 

published and distributed religious tracts. He returned to 

Oberlin in 1850 to begin studies in the Theological Department. 23 

Like Adair, Harvey Jones became involved in a serious 

courtship while in Oberlin. Although never graduating, Harriet 

Newel Keyes attended Oberlin's Female Department for two years, 

from 1851 to 1853. It is unclear exactly when they met, but 

Harvey's letters indicate they were considering marriage in the 

months prior to his graduation in July 1852. His letters 

describe Harriet as an earnest woman of strong moral principles. 

She abhorred slavery and, before enrolling at Oberlin, she worked 
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for nearly five years among the Chactow indians. She resigned 

from her post after concluding the mission was too complacent on 

the slavery question. Harriet's opposition to slavery and desire 

for missionary work were congenial to Harvey's, and they were 

married on October 4, 1853, in Windsor, Ohio. 24 

THE OBERLIN EXPERIENCE 

To understand the philosophy that embraced and guided these 

men's future lives, we must look at their experiences in Oberlin. 

First we should ask: What attracted these four men to Oberlin? 

Oberlin in the the 1840's held a special place in American 

education. Its controversial decision to admit blacks and women 

created an identity that was often viewed with contempt and 

mistrust. Furthermore, the presence of the outspoken and 

controversial Finney, linked the reputation of the institution to 

the "New Measures" of Finney's radical theology. 

But why Oberlin? Here, because of the lack of information 

on their early lives we can only speculate. First, we can 

assume, based on their decision to attend Oberlin, that they were 

all predisposed to an evangelical theology that placed a strong 

emphasis on perfectionism. Two of the men were raised in the 

Northeast and thus travelled over 500 miles to attend Oberlin. 

Although this was common among many of Oberlin's early students, 

it nevertheless indicates an attraction to the Oberlin mentalite. 

Secondly, College alumni records reveal a familiarity and passion 

for religious teaching through their early involvement and 

membership within a church. 
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Once at Oberlin, they must have found enrichment in the 

school's values. All studied in the Collegiate course and then 

continued in the Theological Department. It seems certain that 

if they had disagreed with the school's doctrines they would have 

resigned from the course, and certainly not enrolled in the 

seminary. Instead, all spent at least three years in Oberlin 

with two men spending over five. In the case of Adair, it is 

clear that he transferred to Oberlin for his senior year because 

he approved of Oberlin's mission. Although the four attended at 

different times, their personal experiences were linked by a 

common ideological atmosphere that affected all Oberlin students 

in the 1840's. 

A strong antislavery sentiment pervaded the Oberlin 

community in the 1840's. Lectures and sermons condemning the 

sinful nature of slavery were heard every week. Nearly every 

issue of the Oberlin Evangelist contained a reference or an 

article lambasting the sinful institution. students and faculty 

criticized and withdrew their support from all Christian 

societies that did not actively oppose slavery.25 Oberlinians 

even celebrated August 1--the day the slaves were freed in the 

West Indies--instead of July 4 as Independence Day. The 

antislavery ferment dominated the campus. According to Fletcher, 

"the antislavery influence in Oberlin itself was so strong that 

few of the nine thousand students who matriculated before the 

firing of Fort Sumpter escaped complete conversion to the 

cause.,,26 Surely the four men who headed to Kansas to oppose the 

slave power were invigorated by their Oberlin experience. 
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Religious fervor continued to dominate Oberlin in the 

1840's. Both the members of the school and the colonists adhered 

to strict doctrines of Christian faith. Shipherd's vision of an 

institution to train Gospel ministers was still Oberlin's primary 

mission. The Oberlin Evangelist stated this purpose at the 

beginning of the decade. 

The object of the institution is the same that it ever has 
been, not to diminish the amount of intellectual training, but 
as a matter of fact as well as in theory to increase the 
amount of moral training of candidates for the gospel 
ministry. Its design is to promote Christian education in 
every sense of that term--to educate youth who shall engage 
heartily in all the great reformations now in progress 
and which are needed to convert this world from sin to 
holiness. 27 

The decade was the apex of the school's missionary impulse. 

Graduates marched off to all corners of the country and 

throughout the world to teach the doctrines of Christianity and 

battle sin. "It should never be forgotten," as Fletcher said, 

"that Oberlin was first and foremost a religious school."28 

Conversion was the the school's goal. Revivals were the means. 

Finney was the spokesman. 

There is little doubt that the years these men spent in 

Oberlin had a significant influence on their lives and 

thinking. While students, they developed strong religious 

beliefs on Christian living and morality that would later form 

the core of their antislavery views. Like many of their 

fellow graduates, they left Oberlin to reform the sins of 

society. 

* * * 
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Chapter II 

Shoulder to Shoulder 

"I will be exalted among 
the heathen." 

--Motto of the 
American Missionary 

"Oberlin and the American Missionary Association are 

brothers," the Reverend Michael Epaphras Strieby declared in the 

Oberlin College Chapel on October 23, 1891. "There is a 

difference of thirteen years in their ages and the younger comes 

today to greet the elder with grateful remembrances of the past 

with rejoicing in successes attained and with assurances of 

continued support."l strieby's words celebrating the College's 

longstanding support for the Association flowed from the pulpit 

to a large gathering of nearly three hundred students, faculty 

and town residents. Friday morning classes were cancelled for 

the event and the Oberlin Review reported that "both the floor 

and gallery were crowded.,,2 

The Reverend strieby was an appropriate choice to deliver 

such an address. He possessed strong and lasting ties to both 

the College and the Association. Earning both his under-

graduate and theology degrees from Oberlin (c.1838 and t.1841), 

strieby, in 1845, was appointed to the Oberlin Collegiate 

Institute's Board of Trustees, a position he retained for fifty-

four years. A Congregational minister and untiring supporter of 

21 



the missionary crusade, he became a life member of the American 

Missionary Association and, in 1864, was appointed the AMA's 

Corresponding Secretary for Foreign Missions--a post he would 

hold for thrity-two years. 3 

Strieby's work exemplifies the interrelated missions of the 

AMA and Oberlin, and the connections that existed between the two 

institutions. Their common principles made Oberlin a natural 

training ground for the AMA. Adair, Byrd, Jones, and Norton were 

four such graduates who joined the AMA to preach an Oberlin-bred 

Gospel that stressed Christian abolitionism within the framework 

of evangelicalism. To understand what attracted these four men 

to join the AMA, we must look at the Association's founding and 

its early supporters. 

THE AMERICAN MISSIONARY ASSOCIATION: 

FOUNDATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

The establishment of the American Missionary Association 

resulted from the convergence of two dominant ideological trends: 

evangelical Christianity and abolitionism. By the 1840's, the 

resounding voice and strategy in antislavery circles demanded: 

"No Union with Slaveholders!" The spirit of this philosophy 

permeated the missionary societies in the form of an emphasis on 

free missions. Older missionary societies, such as the American 

Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions and the American Home 

Missionary Society, which had been promoting the missionary 

crusade since the 1820's, came under heavy fire in the early 

1840's for accepting funds and Christian fellowship from 
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slaveholders. Evangelical ministers, upset over the state of 

missions, initiated a program of reforms for both the ABCFM and 

AHMS. When the American Board resisted change, smaller 

evangelical societies, dedicated to the free mission crusade, 

began calling for the establishment of a new and larger 

missionary society to spread a Christian message opposed to 

slavery. 4 

Efforts to form a united national society arose in the 

fall of 1845. A group of Christian abolitionists, lead by the 

officers of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, and 

the Anti-Slavery Society of New York City, called for a 

"Convention for Bible Missions" to be held in Syracuse, New York. 

The reasons behind calling the convention were printed in the 

American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Reporter: 

The undersigned are friends of Freedom and of Missions. 
Heretofore, we have acted in support of Missions through the 
American Board, and kindred associations. Numbers of us still 
do so. But we need not inform you that latterly strange things 
have come to the public knowledge. Slaveholders are in 
churches, planted and sustained by the American Board. They 
are there as approved and regular members. They have been 
welcomed to, and continued in them, without question, without 
reproof, without discipline. This has been done for more than 
quarter of a century and is still done ... or aught that 
appear, the gospel we are to propagate through this agency is 
to tolerate, baptize and welcome slavery to the church, 
wherever it meets it, in all earth ..•• 

As friends of Freedom and of Missions, we accept the issue. 
We must do it, we rejoice to do it. It is the great question 
on the work of modern missions. To be silent in respect to 
it, as now maintained, is to confess judgement against the 
whole cause of Freedom--to admit that the Bible is not the 
charter of human liberty, and that Christianity is not the 
gospel of deliverance, to them that are bruised ..• Why have 
modern missions been so lean, both of persecutions and of 
triumph? Whence comes it, that with human nature unchanged, 
and the forms of religious superstition and social wrongs 
still the same, they have neither the conflicts, nor the 
propagated in apostolic methods? To the Bible be our appeal. 
We ask no other. 5 
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The convention met on February 18, 1846, in Syracuse's 

Congregational Church. Although no definite plans were agreed on, 

a committee was formed to organize a second convention and 

establish the proper "arrangements for sustaining and employing" 

a missionary effort true to Christian principles. 6 

A second convention was called for early September in 

Albany, New York. Meetings were conducted for two days in the 

Baptist Church where discussions and addresses--including one by 

Oberlin President Asa Mahan--stressed the importance of a 

righteous missionary movement and condemned the sinful nature of 

slaveholding. Clifton H. Johnson, the foremost historian of the 

AMA before the civil War, contends that nearly all of the 

delegates to the second convention were "radical abolitionists.,,7 

with the moderate influences absent from the convention, 

representatives from three evangelical societies--the Union 

Missionary Society (UMS), the Committee for West Indian Missions 

(CWIM), and the Western Evangelical Missionary Society (WEMS)-

set forth the plans for the formation of a new and united 

missionary society true to antislavery principles. All three 

societies had been critical of the American Board's unwillingness 

to sever its ties with slaveholders and each had actively worked 

at promoting and spreading the Christian faith, particularly in 

places where slavery had tainted spiritual righteousness. On the 

second day of the Convention, September 3, 1846, the American 

Missionary Association was born. 

A constitution was quickly drafted and unanimously passed. 

Drawn from the Constitution of the Union Missionary Society, the 
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new document possessed a forceful antislavery message. Article 

III and VIII reveal the Association's opposition to slavery: 

Article III. Any person of evangelical sentiments, who 
professes faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, who is not a 
slaveholder, or in the practices of other immoralities, and 
who contributes to the funds, may become a member of the 
Society. 

Article VIII. This society, in collecting funds, in 
appointing officers, agents and missionaries, and in 
selection fields of labor and conducting the missionary 
work, will endeavor particularly to discountenance 
slavery, by refusing to receive the known fruits of 
unrequited labor, or to welcome to its emploYroent those 
who hold their fellow human beings as slaves. 8 

A group of staunch antislavery men were then chosen to head 

the new Association. The multiracial Executive Committee 

included Arthur Tappan, Theodore S. Wright and the black 

congregationalist minister, James W. C. Pennington. William 

Jackson, a well known antislavery activist from Massachusetts 

was elected President, and Lewis Tappan was selected as 

Treasurer. within a month of the Convention, Oberlin graduate 

and Professor George Whipple was appointed Secretary and editor 

of the American Missionary, the Association's monthly journal. 9 

All were abolitionists who strongly believed that evangelical 

Christianity could defeat the evils of slavery. 

With a constitution in place and officers taking up their 

positions in New York, the AMA began preparations to commission 

missionaries. The UMS and CWIM immediately transferred funds and 

responsibilities to the new Society while the WEMS first became 

an auxiliary until it was finally absorbed in 1848. 10 The AMA 

would serve as an "independent, non-sectarian, non-ecclasiastical 

organization. ,,11 Article II of the Constitution clearly states 
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the Association's purpose: 

The object of this society shall be to send the Gospel 
to those portions of our own and other countries which 
are destitute of it, or which present open and urgent 
fields of effort. 2 

The scope for the AMA's missionary activity was global. It 

supported missions in Africa, Canada, Jamaica, Hawaii, Siam and 

the Sandwich Islands, but its largest activity was in the united 

States. In the years prior to the civil War, the association 

supported 263 missionaries in the united states and its 

territories. 13 

Applicants for missionary labor were carefully screened by 

the Executive Committee. Qualifications for a commission 

included piety, religious zeal, sound judgement, and Christian 

righteousness. Evangelical training was stressed over sectarian 

affiliation. oberlin certainly did its share, sending many men 

and women into the AMA's missionary fields. Because of the two 

institutions' common principles and the connections between the 

Association's officials and the College faculty, Oberlin proved 

an abundant reservoir for recruiting young missionaries. 

THE OBERLIN CONNECTION 

In his celebratory remarks, Strieby claimed that upon the 

Association's founding, "Oberlin was its foremost and best 

friend." Yet, Oberlin's relationship with the AMA was evolving 

even prior to the Association's formation. Of the three 

organizations which merged in September 1846, all possessed some 

tie to Oberlin. 

26 


