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Why I Am a Missionary

by Samuel Hugh Moffett
l

With a subject like this I am trapped into writ

ing about myself and that is dangerous for

Christians. We are told to point to Jesus.

If I were preaching I would choose for my text 2 Cor.

4:5,“What we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ

as Lord, and ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake”,

before venturing any further. And if I were to write

less personally from a Biblically theological point of

view, it would take a book, not a paper. But allow me
to be personal and choose what might be called a

“practical theology” approach.

When people ask me why I am a missionary, if they

want a simple answer, I simply tell them in two words:

obedience and love. Obedience because mission to the

whole world is what Jesus told his disciples to do: “Go

ye into all the world and preach the gospel.” That is

the Great Commission. And love, because that, too, is

what Jesus told us to do: “Love God with all your

heart...and your neighbor as yourself”—the Great

Commandment. And that is still what Jesus is telling

anyone who would follow him. Trust and obey, go and

tell, love and help - and all in the name that is above

every name, the only name that saves, the name of

Jesus. That is why I am a missionary.

But if they ask me the practical question, how, not

just why, I became a missionary, that is a little more

complicated, and far less important than the Com-
mission and the Command. It often helps me, how-

ever, to learn how others came to the same decision I

did, so I’ll write about it—briefly.

The Call to Missions

It began with my father. He went to Korea 1 10 years

ago. He was in the handful of first missionaries that

began Protestant work in Korea. When he landed in

Korea on his 26th birthday, Seoul had a population of

about 150,000 people and there were tigers in the

hills. Today it has a population of more than

12,000,000 and the hills are full of high-rise apart-

ments, not tigers. In 1890, the year he arrived there

were less than 200 Protestant Christians on the whole

Korean peninsula, north and south. Today the latest

statistics report that there are fifteen million Protes-

tants in South Korea alone. From 200 to 15,000,000

in two generations. It was one of the miracles ofmod-

ern missions.

How did my father affect my missionary call? Well,

not quite in the way one might expect. He had five

sons. And he told us, as we grew up and went off to

college, “Don’t become a minister unless you have to.”

That may seem a rather negative way for a minister

father to talk to his sons. But he was wiser than we

realized. He didn’t say, “Don’t be ministers.” What he

was saying was, “Don’t drift into the ministry for the

wrong reasons. Don’t become a minister just because

I’m a minister. Don’t be a minister without a call from

God through the Holy Spirit, not from me.” And as

you might guess, four out of his five sons became or-

dained Presbyterian ministers, and the other became

a medical missionary.

At this point, again if I were preaching a sermon I

think I would take a different text: John 15:16: “You

have not chosen me, but I have chosen you”, because

of the way the Lord’s challenge to me seemed to move
from “Don’t be a minister”, to “I have to be a minis-

ter”, and then to “I have to be a missionary.”

First, in college since I knew I didn’t have to be a

minister, I decided I wanted to be a professor of clas-

sical Greek. My mother had taught me Latin and Greek
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since I was six or seven years old, and I fell love with

the old classics ofwestern civilization: Homer, Socrates

and Virgil.

Then one of my older brothers did something that

changed my mind. He was a home missionary in

North Dakota but was praying that the way would

open up for foreign missionary service. Suddenly he

was called to India, but how could he leave his little

church pastor-less? He called and asked me to come

up for the summer and preach. I had never preached

a sermon. I hadn’t finished college yet, much less been

to seminary, but I thought I ought to help him and

said yes. By the end of that summer I knew I had to

be a minister.

At one point he stopped and

took out his watch, and said:

"Young men, your watch could

tick for nine and a half years

without numbering the

unbelievers in China alone.

"

But not a missionary. That came one day in the

Princeton seminary chapel. The chapel speaker was

the chairman of the Board of Princeton Seminary,

Robert Speer, and since he was also the senior Secre-

tary of the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Mission, he

spoke about missions. At one point he stopped and

took out his watch, and said: “Young men, your watch

could tick for nine and a half years without number-

ing the unbelievers in China alone.” I could not stop

thinking about that statistic. Nine and a half years

—

tick, tick, tick—as the population exploded, that many

people in the great and ancient country of China who

had not been told effectively about salvation in Jesus

Christ alone. That was my call to mission. For a hun-

dred and fifty years, ever since William Carey, that

simple direct, Pauline challenge was the primary

motive for the modern missionary movement—“Every

one who calls upon the name of the Lord will be saved.

But how are they to call upon him in whom they have

not believed? And how are they to believe in him of

whom they have never heard? And how shall they hear

without a preacher?”—and it was enough to send this

preacher to China.

China

How did China affect my missionary call? The les-

son I learned in China about how to be a missionary

was a lesson in failure. And here, if I were preaching a

sermon my text would be John 16:33: “In the world

you shall have tribulation...” I went to China as an

optimist, thinking about the great challenge of win-

ning China’s millions and millions of people to Jesus

Christ. I was determined that those millions should

at least hear the good news of salvation in Christ alone.

But within four years I was thrown out of China. I

had failed. 1947 was a bad year for a missionary to

land in China. There was a war on—nationalists un-

der a Christian general, Chiang Kai-Shek, against the

communist leader, Mao Tze-Tung.

I asked some Chinese, “Who will win this war.” I

was sure they would answer, “The Christian general”.

But they said, “We’re not communists, but we think

the communists will win.” I asked them “Why?” And
they said, “Because the communists are willing to die

for their cause, and their opponents are not.” And that

was my first taste of an unpleasant truth about the

state of Christian world missions. The communists,

in the early years of their revolution, were more seri-

ous about their mission than most of us Christians in

the west were about ours.

At one time we had 8,000 Protestant missionaries

in China. And we failed. Two years after I reached

China the communists had won the war. Two years

later I was thrown out of China as an enemy of the

Chinese people. After four years as a missionary, I

think I was about the most discouraged Christian mis-

sionary in the world. I knew we missionaries had made

many mistakes. We went to China for Jesus Christ, but

the communists won China. They told us flatly, “Once

we get rid of you missionaries, the Chinese church

will wither away.”

Because of a clause in their paper constitution

which guaranteed freedom of religion they could not
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throw us out just because we were missionaries. So

they brought criminal charges against us. My crime,

they said, was embezzlement. I was not surprised. I

was the mission treasurer in that area - elected by

default when the real treasurer left as the communists

came in. I was detained, interrogated, and given a

public people’s trial. I wondered what my sentence

would be? I knew I would be found guilty, but what

would be the punishment? The little major who had

conducted the trial had been very nasty, calling me a

running dog ofthe imperialists and so forth. But when

he stood up and said, “We sentence this enemy of the

Chinese people to immediate deportation”, I almost

shouted, “Hallelujah!” It was the best sentence he

could have given me. And I was ordered to leave the

city the next day for the long journey to the border.

All the way I was thinking how badly I had failed as a

missionary.

"What made the Korean

church grow?" He said, "For

fifty years we have lifted up

the Word of God before this

people> and the Holy Spirit did

the rest.

"

Back in the United States, I found myself talking

about mission failure, and our missionary mistakes.

Perhaps, in changing times we should have a morato-

rium on missions. I had been asked to teach at Prince-

ton Seminary, and one day after I had spoken about

our China failures at a student meeting, a Chinese

student from mainland China, a Christian, came up

to me and said, “Dr. Moffett, don’t talk like that. You

did not fail. God never fails, and He sent you to

China.” The student was right. So now, if I were

preaching a sermon, my text would be the whole

verse of John 16:33: “In the world you shall have

tribulation, but be ofgood cheer; I have overcome the

world.” God never fails.

When I left China so discouraged, there were

roughly 3 million Chinese Christians - about 2 mil-

lion Catholics, and 1 million Protestants. Today there

are 30 million Chinese Christians, and some people

say the number may be twice that, perhaps as high as

50 or 60 million. The Church in communist China in

the last ten years has been the fastest growing church

in the world. Missionaries made a mistake, but it is

no mistake to be a missionary.

It was a hard missionary lesson, but I learned it from

China: never let our own failures destroy our trust in

God. A great missionary to Burma, Adoniram Judson,

once said a hundred and more years ago, in the midst

of what looked like missionary failure “The future is

as bright as the promises of God.” God never fails.

And by the grace of God, after discouragement in

China, the Lord gave me the great privilege of going

home, home to Korea in 1955.

Korea

How did Korea affect my missionary call? The les-

son I learned in Korea was a lesson from success . What

a difference there was between my mission experience

in China, and in Korea. I left China almost in despair.

I came to Korea to find myself in the middle of a

miracle of church growth and enthusiasm.

Some years ago a friend of mine came to Korea to

see if the stories of church growth were really true.

They were so true that it was almost too much of a

shock for him. He wrote,

Methodism began in England with John Wesley, but

the largest Methodist church congregation in the

world is not in England. It’s in Seoul, Korea.

Presbyterianism began in Switzerland with John

Calvin, but the largest Presbyterian church in the

world is not in Switzerland. It’s in Seoul, Korea.

Pentecostalism, in its modern form, began in South-

ern California, but the largest Pentecostal church in

the world is not in Southern California. It’s in Seoul,

Korea. (Peter Wagner)

That kind of phenomenal church growth re-

minded me of another lesson about why I am a mis-

sionary. The reason is not that in Korea we
missionaries were succeeding—most of the growth

by that time should be attributed to the faithful, joy-

ful witness of Korean Christians. Success is no better

reason for being a missionary than apparent failure,
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as in the China revolution. I had learned the lesson

of missionary success from my father years earlier.

The first explosions of mass conversions occurred

in his territory in the north in 1895 and 1896. Forty

years later a commission from the American churches

came out to ask him, “What made the Korean church

grow?” He said, “For fifty years we have lifted up the

Word of God before this people, and the Holy Spirit

did the rest.”

That sounds too simple, perhaps, but if a mission-

ary does not start there—with the Bible and the Spirit

—he or she won’t start at all. In Korea it was not the

pioneer foreigners—Underwood, Appenzeller,

Moffett—who made it grow. And it was not even

the Korean pioneer evangelist, Suh Sang-Yoon, who
brought the good news into Korea a whole year be-

fore the first foreign missionaries had even arrived.

It was God, working through them by the Holy Spirit

and his written word. God never fails.

But we do—missionaries do, pastors do, evange-

lists do. We fail. And before I boast too much about

the growth ofthe church in Korea, let’s admit that even

the best of churches has weaknesses. The Korean

church grows, but it also splits, it divides. Where else

in the world will you find a “Jesus Presbyterian

Church” and a “Christ Presbyterian Church” (and Jesus

is not speaking to Christ).

Nevertheless, though all that is true, the lesson still

holds: God never fails. This is how I found that out.

Back in China, after the trial, on our way to the train

station a missionary family came out of their house

and stopped us, not just to say goodbye. They asked

us to take their 8-year old boy out with us. “We can’t

get out,” Mr. Guinness said. “Mrs. Guinness has tu-

berculosis and we may never get out.” Of course we

took the boy along. But on the long journey to the

border I began to worry.

After the trial I had been taken into a room and

told I would be allowed to take $100 in American

money with me. “We’ll give you a letter of permis-

sion. You sign it, and we’ll sign it, and that will make

it legal.” There was a law against using foreign money.

I signed in a hurry and rushed home but I didn’t have

a hundred American dollars in the house. I had only

$97. After all the stress of the accusations and inter-

rogation I was feeling a bit paranoid. I thought they

must have searched the house, discovered only $97,

and trapped me into signing a paper that would be a

lie. Then, along the way they would stop and search

me. “There’s no 100 dollars. Where’s the $3? You

bribed someone.”

But nothing happened until Canton, the last stop

before the Hong Kong border. But there, as the pas-

sengers left the train, they questioned all who were

leaving China. Bags and luggage were opened and

turned inside out. Then they began a body search.

Little Oswald Guinness was watching, and he said,

“Uncle Sam are they going to examine me like that.” I

said, “Don’t worry, they’re looking only for guns and

foreign money mostly.” He said, “But I have some

American money.” I said, “Oh no! How much do you

have?” He said, “Three dollars.” Never in my life have

I been more efficient in taking something out ofsome-

one else’s pocket and putting it into mine!

Call it a coincidence if you like. I call it a miracle.

But don’t misunderstand me. I don’t believe in God
just because of a little three-dollar miracle. And that

is not why I am a missionary. My hope and my call-

ing do not depend on that kind of intervention from

God. What of the Christians in China who did not

get out, who died for their faith? Why were there no

miracles for them? But there were—greater miracles

than any three dollars: the miracle of life everlasting

in Jesus Christ.

I think the “three-dollar” kind of miracle I’ve told

you about is for weak, discouraged, failed missionar-

ies like me as I was when I left China. The good Lord

must have looked down and said, “I can’t let a mis-

sionary of mine stumble out of China like that.” So in

his amazing grace he chose to minister to my weak-

ness, and used a very little thing to remind me that He

is still God. And GOD NEVER FAILS. That is why I

am still a missionary.

(X.
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