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Jesus gave a command: “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature.” — Mark 16:15 KJV

Adoniram Judson obeyed—and it cost him everything.

He lost his freedom.
He lost his family.
He lost his strength.

But he never lost his faith.

Thrown into a filthy prison and surrounded by death, Judson discovered that Christ was more than enough.

“For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” — Philippians 1:21 KJV

This book is the story of a man who stepped into his Lion’s Den and found the presence and power of Jesus Christ.

His story will challenge you.

His faith will stir you.

And his surrender will call you closer to Christ.

Dr. Michael H Yeager

Contents

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER twO

CHAPTER three

CHAPTER four

CHAPTER five

CHAPTER six

CHAPTER seven

CHAPTER nine

CHAPTER ten




[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

Adoniram Judson

Into the Lion's Den

The Untold Story of Faith and Survival

A Child Marked by Heaven: Early Life, Family, and the Restless Soul

I want to take you back—all the way back—to the very beginning of my story. Back to a small house in Malden, Massachusetts, where a little boy with too many questions and far too much energy was born on August 9, 1788. That little boy was me, Adoniram Judson. And looking back now, I can see that the hand of God was on my life long before I ever understood what that meant. Before I knew how to pray, before I knew the name of Jesus with any real understanding, God was already writing a story in my life—a story I could never have imagined and would never have chosen on my own.

My father, the Reverend Adoniram Judson Sr., was a Congregational minister. He was a serious man, a man of the Book, a man whose life was shaped by doctrine and duty. My mother, Abigail, was gentle but strong—the kind of woman whose faith was woven into the fabric of everything she did. Together they gave me something priceless: a home where the Scriptures were read, where God was spoken of with reverence, and where prayer was as natural as breathing. I grew up hearing the Word of God. I grew up in the shadow of the pulpit. And yet—and this is the remarkable, humbling, almost embarrassing truth—for a season, I walked away from all of it.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me first tell you who I was as a boy, because the seeds of what I would become were planted very early.

A Brilliant but Restless Mind

From the time I could speak, I seemed to learn things faster than most. By the age of three, I could read. By my teenage years, I had worked through Latin and Greek with a hunger that surprised even my father. He was proud of me—I could see that—and he poured everything he had into my education. He believed that a sharp mind, properly trained and surrendered to God, could be used mightily for the Kingdom. He was right about that. He was also right that a sharp mind, left to itself and handed over to pride, could become a dangerous thing.

I was competitive, restless, and driven. I wanted to be the best at everything. And in many ways, I was. I excelled at my studies. I could debate. I could write. I could reason through complex arguments with a clarity that made men older than me take notice. My father watched this with both pride and caution. He knew that great gifts without great humility are like a sharp blade without a handle—they tend to wound the one holding them.

In 1804, at the age of sixteen, I was sent to Rhode Island College—what we now know as Brown University. My father hoped the school's association with Baptist ministers might temper my growing independence. Instead, something very different happened. I met a young man who would shake my world—and not for the better.

The Poison of Doubt: A Friendship That Nearly Cost Me Eternity

His name was Jacob Eames. He was brilliant, charming, and utterly convinced that Christianity was a relic of a less enlightened age. He had embraced the new rationalism—the philosophy that said the human mind was the supreme authority, that miracles were myths, and that the Bible was little more than ancient literature dressed in religious language. And I, proud and hungry for intellectual respect, was drawn to him like iron to a magnet.

I want you to understand what was happening in me during those years. It was not that I hated God. It was more subtle than that, and in many ways more dangerous. I simply became convinced that I did not need God—that reason alone was sufficient, that the universe could be explained without a Creator, and that my father's faith was a kind and well-intentioned but ultimately outdated way of understanding reality. I called myself a deist. I later called myself something closer to the truth: a 'wretched infidel.'

By the time I graduated with my Bachelor of Arts degree in September 1807, I had rejected the gospel of Jesus Christ that my parents had placed in my hands. I had broken their hearts without fully understanding what I had done. My father rebuked me. My mother wept. And in the arrogance of my youth, I mistook their grief for weakness and their prayers for superstition.

I returned home to Plymouth and opened a small private school. I even published two textbooks—one on English grammar and one on arithmetic—remarkable for someone my age, and I was not shy about knowing it. Then the wanderlust took hold. I wanted to see the world, to live freely, to cast off the restraints of my upbringing. I decided to leave home and head toward New York, seeking the kind of exciting, unencumbered life I thought I deserved.

The Night That Changed Everything: The Death of Jacob Eames

I did not get very far.

One evening, weary from the road, I stopped at an inn and asked for a room. The innkeeper warned me that the only available room was next to a man who was gravely ill—perhaps dying. He said there would likely be noise through the night, groaning, and people coming and going. I told him I would manage and went to bed. But manage I did not.

Through the thin wall, I could hear it all: the labored breathing, the groaning, the soft footsteps of people trying to help someone who was beyond helping. I lay in the darkness, staring at the ceiling, and something in my chest would not be still. I had spent years training my mind to dismiss thoughts of death and judgment. I had built careful arguments against eternity. But lying there that night, with another human being dying just a few feet away from me, every one of those arguments felt hollow and fragile—like paper held over a flame.

I kept asking myself: What is the condition of his soul? Where will he go when the last breath leaves his body? Is he ready? I argued with myself. I told myself these were the old fears, the superstitions my father had planted in me. I tried to silence the questions. But Jesus was already working on my heart, even though I did not yet know it.

In the morning, I went downstairs and asked the innkeeper about his other guest.

'He is dead,' the innkeeper said simply.

I felt a chill move through me. 'Dead?'

'Yes. Passed in the night. A young man from Providence College. A fine fellow. Name was Jacob Eames.'

The room seemed to tilt beneath my feet. Jacob Eames. My friend, my mentor, the man whose brilliant arguments had dismantled my faith and replaced it with comfortable emptiness—he was dead. He had gone into eternity with no Christ, no forgiveness, no hope.

I could not breathe. I could not think. Everything I had built my intellectual life upon collapsed in that moment like a house of cards. Lost. The word came to me like a thunderclap. He was lost. Eternally lost. And I—who had followed him, who had admired him, who had let his scoffing become my own—I was standing at the very same precipice.

I did not finish my journey to New York. I turned around and went home. The great God of heaven, who had heard every one of my mother's prayers, was not finished with me yet. He never abandons those whose parents cry out to Him on their behalf. (Proverbs 22:6 KJV) "Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it." I had strayed far. But God was faithful.

Andover Seminary: The Road Back to God

After returning home, I received an invitation to study at the newly established Andover Theological Seminary. This was no small thing. Andover had been founded by men who were serious about Reformed, evangelical Christianity—men who believed in the authority of Scripture, in the sovereignty of God, and in the desperate need of lost souls for a Savior. I enrolled not as a man of faith, but as a man in search of one.

The faculty at Andover were godly and gifted. They did not lecture at me; they reasoned with me, prayed for me, and held up the truth of the gospel with such clarity and grace that my defenses began to crumble one by one. I read voraciously—theology, Scripture, the writings of men who had wrestled deeply with the things of God. One book in particular struck me with great force: Thomas Boston's 'Fourfold State of Human Nature.' In it I saw myself clearly for perhaps the first time—not as an enlightened philosopher, but as a fallen human being in desperate need of the grace of God.

On December 2, 1808, something broke open inside me. I knelt down and made a solemn dedication of my life to God through Jesus Christ. I cannot fully explain what happened in that moment—only that the pride and rebellion that had governed me for years finally gave way, and in their place came something I had never felt before: peace. Real peace. The kind that (Philippians 4:7 KJV) "passeth all understanding." I had come home. Not just to my family's faith, but to a living relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ Himself.

I joined the Third Congregational Church of Plymouth, where my father served as pastor. I was baptized. I was restored. And slowly, quietly, the seeds of a calling began to stir deep in my heart—a calling so vast and so unexpected that if anyone had described it to me on that December evening, I would not have believed them.

The Stirring of a Missionary Heart

The years at Andover were more than a theological education. They were an awakening. The early nineteenth century was a remarkable season in American spiritual history. Gardiner Spring, one of the great ministers of that era, wrote that from 1800 to 1825, there was 'an uninterrupted series of celestial visitations, spreading over different parts of the land.' God was moving. The Holy Spirit was pouring Himself out across New England, and young men in seminaries were catching fire.

At Andover I met a group of students who would change my life. Samuel Mills had already been part of what became known as the Haystack Prayer Meeting—a small group of students caught in a thunderstorm who had taken shelter by a haystack and turned the interruption into intercession. Out of that prayer meeting had come a burning conviction: America needed to send missionaries to the unreached peoples of the world. There were no American missionaries abroad. A handful of men had gone to the Native American tribes on the frontier, but none had ventured across the ocean to Africa or Asia. The world was perishing, and the Church was comfortable.

I began to read everything I could find about Asia. I devoured information about India, China, and the kingdom then known as 'The Golden Kingdom'—Burma. I read a printed sermon by Dr. Claudius Buchanan, a Church of England minister who described the missionary work already being done in parts of the East—how as far back as 1715, a man named Ziegenbalg had translated the New Testament into Tamil, and how a German missionary named Schwartz had spent fifty years preaching the gospel in India. Fifty years! I was twenty years old and had done nothing. The weight of the unfinished task pressed down on me.

I wrote in a magazine article during this period, giving voice to the burden that was building inside me:

How do Christians discharge the trust committed to them? They let three-fourths of the world sleep the sleep of death, ignorant of the simple truth that a Saviour died for them. Content if they can be useful in the little circle of their acquaintances, they quietly sit and see whole nations perish for lack of knowledge.

Those words were not just argument—they were the cry of a man whose heart Jesus had captured and set aflame. I was beginning to understand that the love of Christ, if it is real, cannot be contained. (2 Corinthians 5:14 KJV) "For the love of Christ constraineth us." That is not a suggestion. It is a force. And it was working in me powerfully.

Lobbying for a Mission Agency

By February 1810, I had resolved in my heart: I would go. But where? And under whose authority? There was no American missionary society equipped to send men overseas. The British had their London Missionary Society. William Carey was working in India under their auspices, out of the tiny Danish enclave of Serampore because the British East India Company would not permit missionaries in their territories. But for Americans, there was nothing. We had to build it ourselves.

Together with my fellow students—Samuel Mills, James Richards, Luther Rice, Gordon Hall—we spent months lobbying the Congregationalist leadership to establish an organization for overseas missions. We prayed. We wrote. We petitioned. And on June 28, 1810, four of us appeared before the General Association of Congregational Ministers in Bradford. We stood before those men and declared that we felt compelled by the Spirit of God to offer ourselves for a lifetime commitment to carry the gospel to the nations. The response was historic: they formed the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions.

Let me tell you what that moment meant to me. Standing before those ministers, I was not performing. I was not seeking recognition. I was simply reporting what Jesus had done in my heart and what I believed He was asking of me. The Great Commission was not a suggestion. (Matthew 28:19-20 KJV) "Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you." Those words had become the organizing principle of my entire existence.

The Letter That Defied All Reason: Courting Ann Hasseltine

The General Association meeting on June 28, 1810 had taken place at the home of a deacon named Hasseltine. His daughter, Ann, was twenty-one years old. I noticed her that day. More than noticed her—something in my spirit recognized in her a woman of rare quality, a woman whose faith was not decorative but foundational. A month later, I formally wrote to Ann asking if we might begin a courtship.

She told me her father's permission would be needed. So I wrote Mr. Hasseltine a letter. It was, by all accounts, one of the most extraordinary letters ever written in the history of courtship. Let me share with you some of what I wrote, because it captures better than anything else I can say the spirit of what I believed Jesus was calling us to:

I have now to ask, whether you can consent to part with your daughter early next Spring, to see her no more in this world; whether you can consent to her departure, and her subjection to the hardships and sufferings of missionary life; whether you can consent to her exposure to the dangers of the ocean; to the fatal influence of the climate of India; to every kind of want and distress; to degradation, insult, persecution, and perhaps a violent death. Can you consent to all this, for the sake of Him who left His heavenly home and died for her and for you; for the sake of perishing immortal souls; for the sake of Zion, and the glory of God?

Friends who heard of this letter thought I had lost my mind. One man declared that if Ann were his daughter, he would tie her to her bedpost before allowing her to embark on such a scheme. But Ann's parents, cautious and prayerful, left the decision to her.

And Ann—remarkable, fearless, Jesus-loving Ann—she said yes. She wrote in her journal: 'Jesus is faithful; His promises are precious. Were it not for these considerations, I should, with my present prospects, sink down in despair, especially as no female has, to my knowledge, ever left the shores of America to spend her life among the heathen; nor do I yet know that I shall have a single female companion. But God is my witness, that I have not dared to decline the offer that has been made me, though so many are ready to call it a wild, romantic undertaking.'

A wild, romantic undertaking. Yes. That is exactly what it was. And Ann Hasseltine walked into it with her eyes open and her heart surrendered to the Savior she loved. I was the most blessed man alive.

Turning Down the Easy Road

Before I move on, I want to pause and tell you about a moment that tested the purity of my calling. My father had a friend—a man of enormous influence named Dr. Edward Griffin, minister of the largest church in Boston, and one of the most eminent preachers in all of America. Dr. Griffin had been watching my development closely. He believed I had exceptional gifts. And he proposed to my father that I should become his colleague at his great Boston church. It was a breathtaking opportunity. Ministry in one of the finest pulpits in America, with the backing of one of the most respected ministers in the nation, with all the security and comfort and prestige that came with it.

My parents were delighted. They hoped, perhaps, that this was God's way of keeping me close to home while still using my gifts for His glory.

I said no. Not rudely—I hope—but firmly and without hesitation. The offer was, to me, entirely incompatible with what Jesus had called me to do. I had not surrendered my life to preach to the comfortable in Boston. I had surrendered it to reach those who had never heard the name of Jesus at all. A position of ease and honor was not what I was after. (Philippians 3:7-8 KJV) "But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ. Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord." Those words were not just Scripture to me. They were my testimony.

February 1812: The Day We Sailed

On February 6, 1812, I was ordained as a minister of the gospel. The very next day, February 5—one day before my ordination—I married Ann Hasseltine. We were married and ordained and setting off to change the world, all in the span of forty-eight hours. Life, when Jesus is driving it, does not slow down for comfort.

On February 19, 1812, Ann and I, along with Samuel and Harriet Newell (Harriet was only sixteen and already frail), boarded a ship at Salem, Massachusetts and sailed for India. We did not go on a return ticket. We were not planning a short-term mission trip. We went with the full understanding and full expectation that we would never see America again. We were giving our lives. All of them.

There were no American embassies in Asia. No telephone. No telegraph. Letters took months, and many never arrived at all. The voyages were perilous. Sea travel in 1812 was little safer than in the days of the New Testament. Disease, storms, pirates, hostile governments—these were not abstractions to us. They were the landscape we were willingly stepping into for the sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

As the shore of New England disappeared behind us and the open Atlantic spread out in every direction, I stood at the rail and felt something I had never felt before: the terrifying and exhilarating sensation of having nothing left to hold onto except God. Every human security—family, reputation, comfort, country—was behind me. Before me was the unknown. And in the unknown, Jesus was waiting.

(Isaiah 43:2 KJV) "When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee." I did not know yet how literally those words would be tested. But God knew. And He had been preparing me for it from the moment I was born.

The Seeds of a Legacy

Looking back from the far end of my life, I can see now what I could not see then: that God had been authoring every chapter. The prodigal years at college—not wasted, but used to build in me a compassion for those who are lost in their own brilliance, convinced that the mind alone is sufficient. The death of Jacob Eames—not random, but a divine appointment, a thunderclap of grace designed to shatter my pride and send me running toward God. The years at Andover—not just education, but formation, the slow and careful shaping of a man whom God intended to send to the far edge of the known world.

Even the relationships He placed in my life—my father's faithful preaching, my mother's unwavering prayers, the fire that burned in men like Samuel Mills and Luther Rice, the extraordinary courage of Ann Hasseltine—these were not coincidences. They were provisions. They were the gifts of a God who was preparing His servant for something that would outlast his own lifetime by centuries.

Today, millions of believers in Myanmar trace their spiritual heritage to the work that began when a young man in Malden, Massachusetts knelt down in the winter of 1808 and gave his life to Jesus Christ. None of that was my plan. All of it was His. (Jeremiah 29:11 KJV) "For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the LORD, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected end."

My story was just beginning. The lion's den was still ahead. But the God who had already brought me back from the brink of eternal darkness would prove more than equal to everything that lay before me. He is faithful. He is always faithful.

* * *

In the next chapter, we will board that ship with Adoniram and Ann and sail into a world of obstacles that would have stopped any ordinary man—the iron wall of the British East India Company, the terror of a king who held the power of life and death, the stone walls of a prison that smelled of death, and the unbearable silence of fresh graves. But we will also see something else: the relentless faithfulness of a God who never abandons those He has called.

The same Jesus who sustained Adoniram Judson is still calling men and women today. He is still faithful. And somewhere, right now, there is a lion's den with your name on the door—not as a punishment, but as a destination, the place where ordinary faith becomes extraordinary testimony. Will you go?

•  •  •
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CHAPTER twO

Into the Unknown: The Voyage, the Transformation, and the Steel Wall

The ship was called the Caravan. It was not a large vessel by any measure, and as I stood on its deck watching the coastline of New England disappear into the grey February morning of 1812, I felt the full weight of what Ann and I had done. We had left everything. Our families stood on that receding shore with breaking hearts, waving until they could no longer see us. My mother's face—I can still see it. I do not think she believed she would ever see me again in this life. She was right.

I want to be honest with you about those first hours at sea. There was real fear in me. Not fear of death, exactly—I had made my peace with the possibility of dying for the gospel. It was something more like the fear of the vast, of the unknown, of the sheer audacity of what we were attempting. We were twenty-three and twenty years old, Ann and I. We had no experience in foreign lands, no embassy to appeal to, no communication system that could reach us in any reasonable amount of time. We were stepping off the edge of the map.

But I also want to tell you what else was in me during those hours. Something that overrode the fear completely. It was a settled, unshakeable conviction that Jesus Christ had sent us. Not a feeling—feelings come and go with the weather. This was a conviction rooted in the Word of God, tested against prayer, confirmed by the counsel of godly men, and so deeply embedded in my soul that nothing that came afterward—and a great deal came afterward—was ever able to fully dislodge it. (Romans 8:38-39 KJV) "For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord." That persuasion was my anchor.

Five Months on the Open Sea: A Theology Tested

The voyage from Salem to Calcutta took five months. Five months at sea—around the tip of Africa, through the Indian Ocean, across the Bay of Bengal—is not a romantic adventure. It is a grinding, exhausting experience of confinement, seasickness, storms, heat, and the peculiar madness that comes from being enclosed in a small wooden vessel with the same small group of people for week after week after week.

But God used those five months. He uses everything—even what feels like delay, like interruption, like inconvenience. I have learned that the hard way, and I have learned it many times over.

On that voyage, I gave myself to one of the most intensive theological studies of my life. The question was baptism. Now, you might wonder why a man sailing to preach the gospel to people who had never heard of Jesus Christ would spend five months wrestling with the doctrine of baptism. Let me explain, because the answer matters.

I was sailing under the authority of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions—a Congregationalist organization. The Congregationalists practiced infant baptism. But our destination, at least initially, was Serampore, India, where William Carey and his fellow Baptist missionaries had established their mission. I knew that upon our arrival I would need to interact with these men, to work alongside them, to answer their questions. And one question would inevitably arise: What is the proper mode and recipient of Christian baptism? Was I prepared to defend the practice of baptizing infants when faced with men who had devoted their lives to the conviction that only believing adults should be baptized?

I decided I needed to know the answer. Not the answer my denomination gave me. The answer the Bible gave me.

Ann was furious. Or close to it. She had no desire to reexamine the question. She used every argument she knew to convince me to stop studying the matter—to leave well enough alone, to arrive in India as we had left America, with our Congregationalist convictions intact and our support system secure. She had more at stake than I did, in some ways. She understood perfectly well that changing our views on baptism would mean losing our financial support, losing the backing of our mission board, and being cut adrift in a foreign country with no institutional safety net.

But I could not stop. Once a question has truly gripped me, I have never been able to dismiss it by willpower alone. I read everything I could find on both sides of the argument. I studied the Greek word baptizo—baptize—and concluded that it unambiguously meant to immerse. I examined the household baptism passages in the New Testament. I wrestled with the Abrahamic covenant, with circumcision, with the relationship between the Old and New Covenants. I asked myself: if a tribal chief in Burma were to come to faith in Christ, would it be right to baptize his entire household, including infants and servants, on the basis of his profession? The more I studied, the more I could find only one Biblical answer.

Ann, meanwhile, was doing her own studying. And eventually—quietly, reluctantly, with the kind of intellectual honesty that I loved and admired in her—she arrived at the same conclusion. Believer's baptism was the teaching of the New Testament. It could not be otherwise.

The cost was enormous. As soon as we arrived in Calcutta and were baptized by immersion by the Baptist missionaries there, we resigned from the American Board. We had no Baptist mission society to receive us. We had no guaranteed salary. We were, in the most literal sense, stepping out onto the water—trusting that the same Jesus who had called us this far would not let us sink.

William Carey, who was present at the occasion, was so moved by the sermon I preached on Christian baptism that he arranged to have it published. That meant more to me than any formal recognition could have. That a man of Carey's stature would hear something worth preserving in my words was deeply humbling. (1 Peter 5:6 KJV) "Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you in due time." God's timing is perfect, even when it feels impossible.

The Iron Wall: The British East India Company

But the baptism question, as significant as it was, was not the first obstacle we faced upon reaching India. That distinction belonged to the British East India Company.

I want you to understand what the East India Company was, because it is easy to read the name and not feel the weight of it. The Company was not simply a business. It was, for all practical purposes, the government of British India. It controlled territory, commanded armies, administered justice, and regulated who could enter the regions it governed. And it had a policy—rigid, ruthless, and absolutely enforced—regarding Christian missionaries: they were not welcome.

The reason was simple and cynical. The Company's business was trade and profit. Missionaries complicated that business. They taught about human dignity and equality before God. They undermined the caste system, challenged the authority of local religious leaders, and introduced ideas that could destabilize the comfortable arrangement the Company had with the local rulers. The Company did not want the natives thinking too deeply about justice or liberty or the image of God in every human being. Missionaries did not fit the business model.

So when Ann and I arrived at Calcutta, we were promptly ordered by the East India Company to return home. We were not welcome. We were not permitted to remain. We were to board the next available ship and leave.

I remember standing in that city—this vast, teeming, desperately needy city—and looking out at the crowds of people who had never heard the gospel of Jesus Christ, and feeling a kind of holy indignation rise up in me. Here was a bureaucratic institution wielding the power to keep the message of eternal life away from millions of souls, simply to protect its commercial interests. It was one of the most effective strategies the enemy has ever employed: not outright violence, but administrative control. Not lions, but paperwork.

But God is not impressed by paperwork.

We could not stay in Calcutta. The East India Company's officers were watching. We needed to find another way. After considerable difficulty and uncertainty, we managed to book passage on a vessel headed for the Isle of Mauritius, far out in the Indian Ocean. The journey would buy us time—time to pray, to plan, to seek God's direction for where we should go next.

It was on the voyage to Mauritius that we received the heartbreaking news about Harriet Newell, who had sailed with us from America. Harriet was only eighteen years old. She had been frail from the beginning, a delicate young woman who had nevertheless walked into the mission field with extraordinary courage. She died on that voyage, along with her infant child. Eighteen years old. Gone. This was the world we had entered—a world where following Jesus sometimes meant burying those you loved in foreign soil far from home.

And yet. Even in that grief, even in the news of Harriet's death, I could not turn back. I would not. (Acts 20:24 KJV) "But none of these things move me, neither count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course with joy, and the ministry, which I have received of the Lord Jesus, to testify the gospel of the grace of God." Those words were written by a man who knew exactly what he was saying. I was beginning to understand them with my whole body, not just my mind.

Luther Rice and the Baptists of America

Before I go further, I must tell you about Luther Rice, because his story intersects with mine in ways that shaped the entire American missionary movement.

Luther Rice had been one of the other young men who sailed for India in 1812. He, too, wrestled with the question of baptism on the voyage over—independently of me, working through the Scriptures on his own—and he, too, arrived at the conviction that only believer's baptism was Biblical. He was baptized by immersion in Calcutta.

But Luther was suffering from serious liver disease, and the doctors believed he could not survive in the Indian climate. He was constrained to return to America. This might seem like a defeat—a missionary forced to go home before his work had begun. But God was writing a different story.

Back in America, Luther Rice became one of the most effective missionary advocates the nation had ever seen. He traveled constantly—on horseback through snowstorms, across flood-swollen rivers, through searing summer heat—visiting Baptist churches all across the country, preaching the missionary vision, raising funds, and stirring the hearts of ordinary Christians to invest in the gospel going to the nations. Through his efforts, the American Baptist Foreign Mission Society was formally constituted. Through his preaching, thousands of Baptists who had never thought about overseas missions began to pray, to give, and to send.

Luther Rice was the rope-holder. I was the one going down into the mine. William Carey, who had gone to India under similar circumstances years before me, had said it this way: there is a gold mine that needs to be explored, but someone must hold the ropes while the others descend. Without the rope-holders—without the Luthers and the Fullers and the Rylands—no missionary would last long in the field. I am deeply grateful for every person who ever held the rope for Ann and me.

The Way to Burma Opens

From Mauritius, Ann and I sailed to Madras on the southeastern coast of India. We were still under pressure from the East India Company, still without a clear landing place, still navigating a maze of colonial restrictions that seemed designed specifically to keep us out of Asia. But God was working. He is always working, even when His servants cannot see it.

The opening came through an unlikely door. A Portuguese ship—not under British authority—was available and heading directly to Rangoon, Burma. The East India Company's jurisdiction did not extend to Burma. Burma was ruled by its own king, under its own laws, with its own set of dangers and obstacles. But it was open to us. The steel wall of the Company had a crack in it, and we slipped through.

On July 13, 1813, after more than a year of obstacles, diversions, and delays that would have broken lesser spirits, Ann and I arrived in Rangoon. We had been married a little over a year. We were newly Baptist, newly without institutional backing, newly arrived in a country we had never seen, whose language we did not speak, whose culture we did not understand, ruled by a king whose power was absolute and whose tolerance for foreign religion was unknown.

I stood on the dock at Rangoon and looked at the city for the first time. It was not what I had imagined. Later I would describe it as 'a miserable, dirty town' perched on the edge of a malaria swamp. The streets were filthy. The buildings were flimsy. The heat was unlike anything I had experienced. Vermin were everywhere. Felix Carey, William Carey's son who had pioneered the mission to Burma before us, had described the rents as oppressively high, the taxes absurdly steep, and the punishments for offenders as barbarous.

This was Burma. This was the place God had sent me. And I can tell you with complete honesty that standing there in the heat and the noise and the smell of Rangoon, I felt something unexpected: joy. Not because conditions were good—they were not. But because I was exactly where Jesus had told me to go, and there is no peace in the world that compares to the peace of being in the center of God's will. (John 14:27 KJV) "Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid."

The Compound and the Calling: Our First Years in Burma

Providence had gone before us even in this. Felix Carey, before moving his mission to the capital city of Ava, had established a mission compound in Rangoon—a house within an enclosed area of about two acres, just half a mile from the city, with walls, fruit trees, and enough room to work and live. We moved into that compound and immediately began the task that would consume the rest of my life: learning Burmese.

I want to dwell on this for a moment, because I think people sometimes underestimate what it means to learn a language from scratch in a country where almost no one speaks your own. Burmese is not a European language with familiar roots and a recognizable alphabet. It is written in a complex circular script with no punctuation—no divisions between words, sentences, or paragraphs. It looks, to Western eyes, like an endless stream of beautiful but impenetrable curves and loops. There are no spaces to tell you where one word ends and another begins. The tones are completely unlike anything in English.

Ann, remarkably, proved even quicker at the language than I was. She had a gift—an almost supernatural ability to absorb the rhythms and structures of Burmese—and she used it immediately, speaking with Burmese women, sharing Scripture, building relationships. Within months she was conversing freely with the local population in ways that astonished even the Burmese themselves.

I worked more systematically. I hired tutors. I studied not only modern Burmese but Pali, the liturgical language of Buddhism, because I understood that to reach the Burmese people with the gospel, I would need to engage their worldview—not just speak to them in their language but think with them in their categories. Buddhism was not merely their religion. It was their entire way of making sense of the universe. To share Jesus with a Buddhist requires more than simply proclaiming that Jesus saves. It requires demonstrating why the solution Jesus offers addresses the deepest questions the Buddhist is already asking.

From the very beginning, I resolved on a goal that seemed almost laughably ambitious: I would translate the entire Bible into Burmese. Not just tracts. Not just the Gospel of John. The entire Bible—Old Testament and New—in a translation that was accurate, readable, and faithful to the original languages. I had studied Hebrew and Greek at Andover. I would use everything I had been given.

In 1816 I completed a Burmese grammar—a compact but thorough guide of seventy-six pages that became the standard resource for every missionary who followed me to Burma. In 1823, the Burmese New Testament was finished. By 1834, after years of painstaking work, revision, and refinement, the complete Burmese Bible was done. But I am getting ahead of myself—those completions would come only after years of suffering that I could not yet imagine.

The Zayat: Bringing the Gospel to the Street

Once I had enough of the language to communicate the gospel, I needed a method—a way of meeting Burmese people on their own terms, in their own cultural context. I found the answer in a traditional Burmese institution: the zayat.

A zayat was a kind of open shelter—Buddhist ones were common throughout Burma, places where travelers could rest and where monks could teach. I built one myself: a structure of about thirty feet across, raised on posts about four feet above the ground, with a verandah across the front and two rooms at the back. I placed it in a visible location along a traveled road and opened the front to anyone who wished to come in, rest, and talk.

The idea was to meet people where they were. Burmese men had no reason to enter a foreigner's private home. But a zayat was familiar. It was a place for conversation, for the exchange of ideas. I would sit on the verandah, and as passersby stopped to rest, I would begin to talk—about God, about the human condition, about sin and judgment and grace and the extraordinary claim that the Creator of the universe had entered human history in the person of Jesus Christ and died to purchase the freedom of those who were enslaved to sin and death.

Some people laughed. Some argued. Some walked away. But some stopped. Some sat down. Some came back the next day with more questions. And that was all I needed—curious hearts, open questions, and the Word of God planted like seed in soil.

(Mark 4:26-27 KJV) "So is the kingdom of God, as if a man should cast seed into the ground; and should sleep, and rise night and day, and the seed should spring and grow up, he knoweth not how." I did not always understand how it was working. But I trusted the One who had promised that His Word would not return to Him empty.

The Weight of Silence: Six Years Without a Convert

Here is the part of the story that is hardest to write. Hardest because it reveals something I do not like to admit—that I struggled, deeply and sometimes desperately, with doubt. Not doubt in God. Not doubt in the truth of the gospel. But doubt in myself. Doubt in whether I had understood my calling correctly. Doubt in whether Burma was truly the right place, whether the methods were right, whether anything I was doing was reaching the hearts of the Burmese people at all.

I arrived in Burma in July 1813. The first Burmese convert, a young man named Moung Nau, was not baptized until 1819. Six years. Six years of learning the language, building relationships, distributing tracts, sitting in the zayat, preaching, praying, studying, and watching—and seeing almost nothing. Not nothing absolutely—there were conversations, questions, moments of apparent interest. But no one crossing the line. No one confessing faith in Jesus Christ. No one willing to bear the social and political cost of following the foreign God.

I want you to feel what those six years were like, because I think many of you reading this have had seasons like them. Seasons where you prayed and nothing seemed to happen. Seasons where you obeyed and saw no results. Seasons where the silence of heaven felt less like mystery and more like abandonment.

In Burma, the silence had a specific texture. Because the cost of becoming a Christian was not merely social embarrassment. It was potential death. The king of Burma was a Buddhist monarch who viewed any deviation from Buddhism as a political offense as much as a religious one. His edict was clear: any Burmese subject who forsook Buddhism for another religion was subject to imprisonment, torture, or execution. To become a Christian in Burma in 1813 was not a small thing. It was a decision that required a man to weigh his life against his soul.

I understood this. And it helped me understand the silence—not as rejection of Jesus, but as fear of the king. The question was not whether the Burmese people were interested in the gospel. Some clearly were. The question was whether they were willing to pay the price. And that question could only be answered by God's grace working in an individual heart, not by anything I could engineer or accelerate.

So I prayed. I wept. I preached the same message again and again, trusting that the seed was going somewhere even when I could not see where. (Galatians 6:9 KJV) "And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not." I held onto that promise the way a drowning man holds a rope. In due season. Not in my season. His season. And His season was coming.

Moung Nau: The First Fruit

I remember the day as clearly as I remember any day of my life. His name was Moung Nau. He had been coming to the zayat for some time—listening, asking questions, wrestling with what he was hearing. He was not an impulsive man. He thought carefully, counted the cost honestly, and came to his conclusion slowly and deliberately.

In 1819, he came to me and told me that he believed in the Lord Jesus Christ. He believed that Jesus was the Son of God, that He had died for sin, that He had risen from the dead. He wanted to follow Him. He understood what this might cost him. He was willing to pay the price.

I baptized him—the first Burmese believer in the history of the Christian church. The first fruit of six years of sowing in tears. I will not try to describe what I felt in that moment, because I do not think words exist that are adequate. What I can tell you is that everything—the five months at sea, the year of obstacles in India, the months of grinding language study, the six years of waiting—all of it was worth it. One soul. One life given to Jesus Christ. Worth everything.

Later that same year, two more were baptized. Then three. Then a small nucleus began to form—not a church yet, exactly, but the beginning of one. (Acts 2:47 KJV) "And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved." God was beginning to add. Slowly, quietly, irreversibly.

On November 10, 1819, I wrote in my diary: 'This evening is to be marked as the date of the first Burman prayer meeting that was ever held.' There were only four of us—myself and three converts. We agreed to meet every Tuesday and Friday evening for prayer. Four days later I wrote again: 'Have been much gratified to find that this evening three converts repaired to the zayat and held a prayer meeting of their own accord.' They did it on their own. Without being asked. Without prompting. The Holy Spirit was moving in them independently, drawing them together in prayer before God.

When I read those diary entries now, I can barely contain the emotion. Those three Burmese men, kneeling in a zayat in Rangoon, praying to Jesus—it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. The kingdom of God was advancing in Burma, one heart at a time.

Ann's Return: The Mission Expands

By the early 1820s, Ann's health had become a serious concern. The climate of Burma was brutal on European constitutions. She was growing weaker, and the doctors believed that only a period of rest and recovery in a cooler climate could restore her. She sailed for England and then America—a journey that would keep her away for almost two years.

I cannot describe the loneliness of those two years adequately. Ann was not only my wife; she was my fellow laborer, my companion in prayer, my partner in everything. Without her, the mission compound felt vast and quiet in a way that was not peaceful. But I worked. I always worked. There is a grace in having too much to do—it keeps self-pity from gaining a foothold.

While Ann was away, the work continued. More converts were baptized. Interest was growing. A small but genuine community of Burmese believers was forming around the zayat. By the time of Ann's return, the church at Rangoon had grown to eighteen baptized members—eighteen men and women who had counted the cost, faced the king's disapproval, and pledged their lives to Jesus Christ anyway.

Ann also returned with something priceless: she brought back momentum. During her time in America and England, she had spoken about Burma, about the Burmese people, about the needs of the mission. People had listened. They had prayed. They had given. The rope-holders back home were strengthening their grip.

The Irrawaddy Journey: Seeking the King's Favor

With the church growing and the gospel slowly spreading, a new strategic question emerged: could anything be done to remove the cloud of royal disapproval that hung over the mission? As long as the king of Burma viewed Christianity as a foreign threat, conversion carried a death sentence. Progress would always be limited by fear. Was there any way to change that?

I made a decision that my biographer Francis Wayland would later respectfully disagree with. I decided to take the gospel directly to the king.

It was a brave decision. Others would call it reckless. I called it necessary. I assembled a small party—fellow missionary Colman, an English guard armed with a blunderbuss to deter robbers, ten rowers, and various others—and we set off in a rivercraft forty feet long and six feet wide up the great Irrawaddy River toward the capital city of Ava, where the king held his court.

The journey itself was an adventure that could fill its own chapter. The Irrawaddy is a river of immense power and beauty—wide and strong, flanked by dense forests and occasional villages where people stopped their work to stare at the strange foreigners passing by. We traveled for days, observing the scrupulous protocol required of anyone approaching the Burmese royal court, making sure at every point that no offense was given that could be used against us.

When we finally obtained an audience with the king, I presented our request with everything I had—clarity, respect, and as much Burmese eloquence as I could muster. I asked for permission to preach the gospel freely in Burma, for protection to be extended to those who chose to follow Jesus, for a climate of religious tolerance that would allow the Burmese people to hear and respond to the message of Christ without fear.

The king was not interested. He disdained us. He tolerated our presence because of the novelty of it, but he had no intention of granting what we asked. The mission to Ava was a failure.

I returned to Rangoon discouraged but not defeated. And when I arrived back at the compound, I found something that lifted my spirit completely: the three existing converts had not wavered. They had heard about the king's rejection. They knew what it meant for their safety. And they declared, without hesitation, that they would follow Jesus regardless of the consequences. Their faith put mine to shame.

A Second Journey: The Door Begins to Open

Not long after Ann's return from America, an unexpected development opened a new door to the royal court. A missionary doctor named Jonathan Price arrived in Burma. His medical skills—particularly his ability to perform cataract surgery—became known throughout the region and eventually reached the ears of the king himself. One of the king's titles, remarkably, was 'Golden Eyes.' When he heard that a foreign doctor could restore sight to the blind, he summoned Price to Ava.

I went with him. Not because the king wanted to see me—he made it quite clear that his interest was in Price's medical skills, not in my religion—but because where Price went, the gospel could go. And I was not willing to miss any opportunity, however unpromising it seemed from the outside.

This second visit to Ava proved more productive than the first. Through Price's growing favor with the king, we gained friendship with the king's sister and her husband, a prince. Doors that had been firmly closed began to creak slightly open. At one extraordinary moment, the king himself—surrounded by his court, with foreign dignitaries present—turned to me and said, 'Let us hear how you preach.'

I hesitated for just a moment. Then I began. I started with the attributes of God—His holiness, His justice, His mercy. The entire court was completely silent. The king listened with apparent interest before his curiosity was satisfied and he moved on.

It was not a revival service. But the gospel of Jesus Christ had been proclaimed in the throne room of the king of Burma. Seeds had been sown in the most unlikely soil. And through this second visit, permission was eventually granted to purchase property in the capital city of Ava. The way forward—however dangerous—was opening.

By this point the church at Rangoon had grown to eighteen baptized members. More missionaries had arrived from America to strengthen the work. The gospel was advancing in ways I could not have imagined during those six silent years of waiting. Jesus was keeping His promise. (Matthew 16:18 KJV) "I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it." Not the gates of the British East India Company. Not the gates of the Burmese royal court. Not the gates of cultural resistance or political hostility. None of them could prevail. The church was being built.

On the Edge of a Storm

But as Ann and I began to organize our move to Ava, something none of us could have anticipated was gathering on the horizon. Political tensions between Burma and Britain had been building for years—disagreements over territory, over trade, over the arrogance of Burmese officials who genuinely believed that their nation was invincible, that their armies could sweep the British from the field with ease.

We did not know it yet, but a storm was coming—a storm that would make everything we had faced so far look like mild inconvenience. The British East India Company's iron wall had been one obstacle. The king's indifference had been another. But what was coming was something altogether different: war. Arrest. Prison. Death.

I look back now at those days before the storm broke—the busy days of language study and translation, the prayer meetings with our small congregation, the hopeful planning for the mission in Ava—and I feel a kind of tenderness for the Adoniram of that season. He did not know what was coming. He could not have known. And perhaps it was mercy that he did not.

What I knew was this: I had been called by the Lord Jesus Christ to bring the gospel to the Burmese people. I had been faithful to that call for more than a decade. God had given us the first fruits—Moung Nau and the eighteen who followed him—and the harvest was beginning. The seed had been planted. The roots were going down.

Whatever came next, that could not be undone.

* * *

In Chapter Three, we will enter the darkest season of my life. The doors of a death prison will close around me. Ann will fight for my survival with a courage that still leaves me without adequate words. The work we had built over more than a decade will be scattered by war. And I will discover, in the deepest darkness I had ever known, that Jesus Christ is exactly who He claimed to be—the Light that no darkness can extinguish, the Shepherd who does not abandon His sheep even in the valley of the shadow of death.

(Psalm 46:1 KJV) "God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble." I was about to learn what that meant in ways no seminary classroom could have taught me. And on the other side of that education, I would emerge—battered, grieving, permanently changed—but more convinced than ever that the gospel of Jesus Christ is worth any price, any suffering, any cost.
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CHAPTER three

The Lion's Den: Arrest, Chains, and the God Who Did Not Leave

There are things a man can describe and things he cannot. What I endured in the death prison of Ava falls mostly into the second category. I can give you the facts. I can tell you the dates and the conditions and the names of the men who suffered alongside me. But the experience of those nineteen months—the smell, the darkness, the weight of the chains, the daily proximity to death—these are things that language was not built to carry. I will do my best. You will have to trust that the reality was worse than my words can make it.

I want to begin, though, not with my arrest but with the weeks immediately before it. Because what happened to me in that prison did not come out of nowhere. It came out of a specific political catastrophe that swept through Burma like a flood, and understanding that catastrophe is essential to understanding everything that followed.

The Storm Breaks: War Comes to Burma

For years the friction between Burma and Britain had been building. The Burmese leaders were, in the words of a man who watched them closely, 'intolerably arrogant.' They had no realistic understanding of British military capacity. They genuinely believed that their armies were invincible, that the British could be driven out of the region, that Burmese power was supreme and unassailable. This was not merely pride—it was a kind of mass delusion that their own propaganda had produced.

In 1824, the delusion shattered. Five thousand British troops attacked and captured Rangoon. The city fell. The Burmese were humiliated in the only way that proud people can be humiliated—not merely defeated, but overwhelmed, outmatched, made to look helpless against a force they had claimed to despise.

The aftermath in the capital was explosive. The Burmese leaders were furious, frightened, and looking for someone to blame. When powerful men are embarrassed and afraid, they need scapegoats. And scapegoats, throughout history, have tended to be the foreigners.

Ann and I were still in Ava, working on preparations for establishing the mission in the capital. We had no part in the British attack. We were Americans, not British. We were missionaries, not soldiers. We had spent the better part of a decade trying to serve the Burmese people—learning their language, translating their Scriptures, training their leaders, healing their sick. None of that mattered in the atmosphere that followed the fall of Rangoon.

What mattered was that I had received money through a British bank in India. That was how mission funds were transferred across the world in those days—through banking networks that happened to run through British institutions. It was entirely routine. It was also, in the paranoid logic of a government looking for traitors, cast-iron proof of collaboration with the enemy.

The Arrest: June 8, 1824

I remember the day with a clarity that has never faded. It was June 8, 1824. I was at the house in Ava when they came.

They did not knock. They did not present papers or explain their authority. A government officer accompanied by a group of armed men burst through the door, seized me, and dragged me out. There was no time for goodbyes, no time for preparation, no time to do anything except submit to what was happening and trust the God who had sent me to Burma to remain sovereign over what Burma was doing to me.

Ann watched it happen. She was nursing our infant daughter Maria—a child only months old, born into the most precarious circumstances imaginable. She watched her husband taken away by armed men and had no way of knowing whether she would ever see him alive again. If there was ever a moment that could have broken Ann Judson's faith, that was it. But Ann was not made of ordinary material. She was made of the stuff that Jesus makes in a person when they have genuinely surrendered everything to Him. She did not collapse. She began to plan.

I was taken to a place called the death prison. Let me describe it carefully, because the name is not rhetorical. It was exactly what it was called.

The Death Prison: One Hundred Men, One Room, No Windows

One hundred prisoners in one room. No windows. The only light came from whatever filtered under the doors and through the cracks in the walls. The air was thick with the smell of human bodies, human waste, sickness, and fear. The heat was unbearable—Burma in the dry season is already punishing, and a sealed room with one hundred men generated a temperature that made rational thought difficult.

The guards who ran this prison were not ordinary jailers. They were murderers—men who had been condemned to death themselves and reprieved on one condition: they would serve as executioners. These men, who had nothing to lose and no particular reason for mercy, were our overseers. They were not cruel in a calculated, professional way. They were cruel in the random, arbitrary way of people who have no accountability and no fear of consequences.

The prisoners were given nothing. No food, no water, no medicine. If you had family or friends outside who could bring you supplies, you might survive. If you did not, you starved. Simple as that. The death prison was designed not to hold its inhabitants indefinitely but to process them toward death—either by execution, which could come at any time, or by the slower execution of starvation, disease, and despair.

I was chained. Iron fetters—heavy, rough, cutting into the skin. For the first two months of my imprisonment, I wore five chains. For nine months after that, three chains. For the final six months, one chain. That progression was not a mercy—it was simply the practical reality of adjusting restraints as the prison population shifted. The chains were never comfortable. They were never designed to be.

During those first weeks, I faced something I had not fully anticipated: the very real possibility that I might be executed tomorrow. Not in some distant, theoretical future. Tomorrow. The Burmese government was executing people it suspected of collaboration with the British. I was on that list. Every morning I woke up not knowing whether that day would end with my death.

I want to be honest with you about what that does to a man. It strips away everything that is not essential. When you genuinely do not know if you will be alive by nightfall, the things that seemed important the week before—reputation, plans, ambitions, the next stage of the translation work—they all recede. What remains is God. The question becomes very simple: Is Jesus Christ who He said He is? Is the resurrection real? Is eternity real? Because if the answers to those questions are yes, then death is not the worst thing that can happen to me. And if the answers are no, then nothing I have done with my life makes any sense anyway.

I had staked everything on the answers being yes. In that prison, I found that the stake held. (Romans 8:18 KJV) "For I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us." I reckon. Present tense. Not past, not future—present. In the midst of the suffering, Paul reckoned. That is what I did in that prison. I reckoned. I counted. I calculated. And the calculation always came out the same: what Jesus had promised was worth what this prison was costing.

Ann: The Angel of the Death Prison

I would not have survived without Ann. That is not sentiment. That is fact, documented, witnessed, attested to by everyone who knew what was happening in that prison.

Ann was not imprisoned. She was the only European woman in Ava who was not confined—a situation that was precarious in its own right, because it left her entirely unprotected in a hostile city at war. But she used that freedom with a ferocity and a creativity that astonished everyone who watched her.

Every single day, Ann navigated the corrupt maze of Burmese officialdom to bring food to me and to Dr. Price, the other missionary imprisoned with me. This sounds simple. It was not. Every visit required bribes—officials who needed to be paid before they would allow food to pass through, guards who needed to be satisfied before they would permit Ann to approach, bureaucrats at every level who saw a desperate woman as an opportunity for personal profit. Ann paid them. Somehow she always found a way to pay them.

She also never stopped petitioning. While nursing infant Maria—who had been born just before the war began—and caring for two adopted Burmese girls, Ann spent every available hour seeking audiences with anyone who had the authority to improve our conditions. She was 'perfectly familiar with the Burmese language,' as my biographer Francis Wayland noted later, and she used that fluency as a weapon. She argued, reasoned, pleaded, and when necessary, shamed officials into acting with the basic decency their positions required.

Wayland called Ann 'one of the most remarkable women of her age.' He wrote that she was 'the only European female in Ava, and the only foreigner not consigned to prison. Her whole time, with the exception of twenty days when she was confined by the birth of her child, was devoted to the alleviation of the sorrows of her husband and his fellow prisoners.' He described her as 'encircled with a moral atmosphere in which she walked unharmed in the midst of a hostile city with no earthly protector,' and said she was 'universally spoken of as the guardian angel of that band of sufferers.'

Guardian angel. Yes. That is exactly what she was. And the God who sent angels to minister to His servants in the Bible sent Ann Judson to minister to me in the death prison of Ava. (Hebrews 1:14 KJV) "Are they not all ministering spirits, sent forth to minister for them who shall be heirs of salvation?" God ministers to His children through whatever means He chooses. In my darkest hour, He chose Ann.

After some months of imprisonment, Ann managed, through relentless petitioning, to obtain permission to build a small bamboo room within the prison enclosure. It was tiny—barely enough to serve as a shelter. But it gave me slightly more space, slightly more air, and most importantly, slightly more access to Ann. For a few weeks, that small room was the closest thing to a home either of us had.

Then everything changed again.

The Threat of Immediate Execution

One morning, without warning, all the prisoners were crowded back into the original confined space. Word came through—passed in whispers, confirmed by the expressions on the guards' faces—that we were to be executed. Today. Or perhaps tomorrow. The order had come from above. The prisoners were to be eliminated.

I want you to sit with that for a moment. Not read past it. Sit with it. One hundred men, crammed together, knowing that execution was imminent. The sounds of that room—the praying, the weeping, the silence of men who had moved beyond weeping into a place that had no sound—these are sounds I carry with me still.

I prayed. Not with eloquence. Not with theological precision. With the raw, stripped-down desperation of a man who has nothing left but God. (Psalm 34:18 KJV) "The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit." Nigh. Near. The Lord was near in that room in a way I cannot explain and will not try to. He was present. Not as a feeling—feelings were unreliable in those conditions—but as a fact. An unmistakable, unshakeable fact.

A day passed. We were still alive. Then another day. We were still alive. The execution order, for reasons that were never fully explained to us, was not carried out.

I do not know why we were spared that day. I do not have a neat theological explanation for why God intervened in Ava in June of 1824 when He allowed His servants in other times and places to be martyred. What I know is that my times were in His hands then as they are now, and that He chose to leave me in that prison rather than take me through the door of death. His reasons were His own. I accepted them.

The Lion's Cage

At some point during the imprisonment, an extraordinary thing happened. A caged lion was brought to the prison compound.

The king of Burma was known for keeping exotic animals. Lions were among his favorites. But this particular lion had become politically complicated. The lion is a British symbol—the emblem of the British Empire. And in the paranoid atmosphere of a nation at war with Britain, even a lion could become suspect. The king, so the story went, decided that if this lion was on the side of the British, it should be imprisoned like the other British sympathizers. And so the lion arrived at our compound, in its cage.

The lion was starved. Dogs were thrown in to test it, and it was too weak from hunger to kill them. Eventually it died. And when it died, its cage sat empty.

I asked permission to use the lion's cage as my quarters. My appeal was denied. But Ann's was not. Ann petitioned on my behalf, and through her persistence, the lion's empty cage was converted into a room where I could be on my own—apart from the crowded, suffocating mass of the main prison room.

I want to tell you what that meant. Not the physical reality of it—a cage is still a cage. But the symbolic weight of it, which I did not miss. I was living in the place that had been prepared for a lion. I was the man they expected to be consumed by the beast—by war, by disease, by execution, by despair. But the God of Daniel, who shut the mouths of lions in Babylon, was present in Ava as well. (Daniel 6:22 KJV) "My God hath sent his angel, and hath shut the lions' mouths, that they have not hurt me." That verse was not ancient history to me. It was my present experience.

The March to Oung-Penla: The Pakan Woon

Just when conditions seemed to have settled into a terrible but survivable routine, they suddenly became much worse.

The Pakan Woon had taken command. His appointment terrified every foreigner in Ava. This man was not merely harsh or indifferent—he was, in the assessment of those who knew him, genuinely devilish. He ruled through terror, moved by whim, and had absolutely no reason to show mercy to foreign prisoners whom he regarded as enemies. Left unchecked, he would kill us all.

His first major act regarding the prisoners was to order us force-marched to a remote location called Oung-Penla, approximately nine miles north of Ava. The march was to be immediate, with no preparation, no provisions, and no mercy for those who could not keep up.

I was in poor physical condition. Nineteen months of chains, inadequate food, tropical disease, and confinement had left my body badly weakened. The march in the brutal heat, with iron fetters on my feet that cut into the skin with every step, was agonizing. The road to Oung-Penla was not a road in any comfortable sense—it was rough, uneven ground under a merciless sun. One of the prisoners died during the march. I survived only because the other prisoners helped me—supporting me, taking some of my weight when my legs gave out beneath me.

That moment—being carried by fellow sufferers, kept alive by the mercy of men who were themselves barely surviving—is one I return to often when I am tempted toward self-sufficiency. The Christian life is not a solo endeavor. We were made for community, for mutual bearing of burdens. (Galatians 6:2 KJV) "Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ." In Oung-Penla, I understood that verse with my body.

Ann followed us to Oung-Penla immediately. Of course she did. She rented a small room from one of the jailers, set up her station, and resumed her daily work of keeping us alive. But she was exhausted—more exhausted than I had ever seen her. The months of fighting, bribing, petitioning, and nursing without adequate food or rest had taken an enormous toll on her. And now little Maria, who should have been growing fat and healthy, was growing thin.

Ann could not produce enough milk to feed Maria. The combination of exhaustion, malnutrition, and constant stress had robbed her of that. And so a man who was himself chained and barely alive became Maria's nurse. Ann obtained permission, by making gifts to the jailers, for me to carry my emaciated infant daughter through the surrounding village, begging milk from mothers who were nursing their own children. I—Adoniram Judson, prisoner, missionary, man of chains—walked from house to house in a Burmese village holding a starving baby, asking strangers for milk.

I do not tell you this for sympathy. I tell you this because I want you to understand how completely God strips a man of dignity, of status, of every human resource, before He shows him what is left when everything else is gone. What was left was Jesus. Just Jesus. And Jesus was enough.

The Pillow: Ann Saves the New Testament

Throughout the imprisonment, one terror haunted me above almost all the others—not for my own sake, but for the sake of the work. The Burmese New Testament, which I had completed in 1823 after years of painstaking translation, existed in a single manuscript. There was no second copy. If that manuscript were destroyed—seized by guards, lost in a flood, burned by officials suspicious of foreign documents—years of work and a gift meant for an entire nation would be gone forever.

Ann understood this. And Ann—remarkable, resourceful Ann—devised a solution so simple and so brilliant that I marvel at it still. She took the manuscript and sewed it inside a pillow. A pillow. She brought it to me in the prison, and I slept on it. The guards who searched our possessions, looking for contraband and documents, never thought to examine a lumpy pillow. The word of God was hidden in plain sight, cushioning the head of a chained prisoner in a Burmese death prison.

When the sudden forced march to Oung-Penla was ordered, however, the pillow was left behind in the confusion. I cannot describe the anguish of realizing that. The translation—the years of work, the single manuscript, the New Testament in Burmese—abandoned on the floor of a vacated prison room. I prayed with an urgency that bordered on desperation. God, please. Not the translation. Not the thing that exists for Your people who have not yet been born.

God heard that prayer. Some hours after the move, a faithful Burmese disciple named Moung Ing went back to the abandoned prison site. He found the pillow. He preserved it. He brought it to safety. The Burmese New Testament survived the prison—survived the war—survived everything—and went on to be printed and distributed to a people who are reading it to this day.

(Isaiah 55:11 KJV) "So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it." God's Word will not be stopped. Not by armies. Not by kings. Not by careless guards or chaotic prison evacuations. His Word goes where He sends it, and nothing in heaven or earth can prevent it from arriving.

The Pakan Woon's End: Providence in Politics

The Pakan Woon's reign of terror ended as suddenly as it had begun, and in the most dramatic fashion possible. It emerged that this man who had moved us to Oung-Penla specifically so that he could execute us there in person had stolen ten percent of the advance pay of fifty thousand soldiers raised to fight the British. Ten percent of a massive military payroll—embezzled, pocketed, used for his own purposes while the soldiers went underpaid.

He was found guilty of treason and executed immediately. The very man who had intended to be our executioner was executed himself before he could carry out his intentions. I am not a man who takes pleasure in the death of anyone. But I am a man who believes in the sovereignty of God, and in that moment, the sovereignty of God was unmistakable. He had positioned the Pakan Woon's own greed as the instrument of our deliverance.

(Proverbs 21:1 KJV) "The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD, as the rivers of water: he turneth it whithersoever he will." Not just kings. Generals. Corrupt officials. Evil men in positions of power. God can turn the heart of any of them, and when He chooses not to turn them, He can use their own wickedness to accomplish His purposes. I had read that verse many times. I had preached it. In Oung-Penla, I watched it happen.

Ann's Illness: Cerebral Meningitis

As the British army advanced toward the Burmese capital, the political situation began to shift. Adoniram Judson and Dr. Price—the two men who spoke fluent Burmese and could serve as translators and interpreters between the British and Burmese governments—became suddenly, unexpectedly valuable. Negotiations required men who could speak both languages with precision. Gradually, pressure built for our release.

But before that release came, Ann collapsed.

It was cerebral meningitis—though we did not have that name for it then. What I knew was that my wife, who had spent nineteen months fighting for my survival with superhuman energy, had finally reached the end of her physical reserves. The illness struck with terrifying speed and ferocity. Ann lost consciousness. She lost her reason. She lost the ability to take food. The Burmese neighbors who came in to observe her condition said flatly: 'She is dead. And if the king of angels should come in, he could not recover her.'

Dr. Price, released briefly from prison when the military situation demanded his medical expertise, came to examine Ann. He told me afterward that her condition was the most distressing he had ever witnessed, and that he had not believed she would survive more hours when he arrived. Her head had been shaved. Blisters had been applied to her feet and head in a desperate attempt to draw out the fever. A Bengali servant was trying to persuade her to take a little wine and water—she had refused nourishment for several days.

I was still in chains. I could not go to her. I could not hold her hand or speak to her or pray over her in person. I was a prisoner in a cage, and my wife was dying a few hundred feet away, and there was nothing I could do except what I could always do: pray. I prayed with everything I had. I bargained with nothing—I had nothing to bargain with. I simply cast myself and Ann before the throne of God and asked for mercy.

God showed mercy. Slowly—impossibly, against all expectation—Ann began to recover. The fever broke. Her mind returned. She was able to take food. She lived. The woman the Burmese neighbors had declared dead opened her eyes and came back to me.

I wept. I am not ashamed to tell you that. I wept with a gratitude so complete it had no words. (Psalm 116:1-2 KJV) "I love the LORD, because he hath heard my voice and my supplications. Because he hath inclined his ear unto me, therefore will I call upon him as long as I live."

Release: January 1826

The release, when it finally came, was not a moment of triumph. It was quiet, exhausted, and overshadowed by the weight of everything that had happened.

On December 31, 1825—nineteen months after my arrest—I was released from the death prison of Ava. The British and Burmese governments needed me to serve as a translator and interpreter in the peace negotiations. My value was linguistic, not personal. No one in the Burmese government felt guilty about what had been done to me. No one apologized. I was simply released because I had become useful again.

I walked out of that prison a changed man. Not broken—I want to be clear about that. Jesus does not break His servants. He refines them. He burns away what is false and what is weak, and He leaves what is real and what is His. I was thinner. I was damaged in body in ways that would never fully heal. My feet were scarred from the fetters. My health was compromised in ways that would trouble me for the rest of my life. But my faith—my faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, in His Word, in His purposes, in His faithfulness—was not weaker. It was stronger. Forged in fire, tested to its limits, and found to hold.

(Job 23:10 KJV) "But he knoweth the way that I take: when he hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold." Gold. Not ash. Not rubble. Gold. That is what the fire of suffering produces in a life that belongs to Jesus.

The Peace Treaty and a Bitter Disappointment

The Treaty of Yandabo ended the First Anglo-Burmese War in 1826. I served as interpreter and translator in those negotiations—the same tongue that had proclaimed the gospel in the zayat of Rangoon now helping to forge the diplomatic language of a peace agreement between two nations. It was strange work for a missionary. But I accepted it because I had a hope attached to it.

My hope was this: that the new constitution, the new arrangement between Burma and Britain, would include a clause guaranteeing religious freedom. That Burmese citizens would be permitted to convert to Christianity without fear of legal penalty. That the sword that had hung over every Burmese believer since the mission began would finally be sheathed.

I worked toward that goal with everything I had during the negotiations. I argued the case. I pressed wherever pressing was possible. I appealed to the principles of liberty and justice that the British side nominally championed.

The clause was not included.

I cannot fully describe how that felt. I had endured nineteen months of chains in part for this—for the hope that suffering might purchase freedom for the Burmese church. And the freedom was not granted. The political process produced what political processes so often produce: something that served the interests of the powerful and left the vulnerable unprotected.

I was bitterly disappointed. And then I remembered who was actually in charge of Burma. Not the British negotiators. Not the Burmese king. (Psalm 2:8 KJV) "Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession." God had not abandoned Burma. He had not changed His mind about the Burmese people. A missing clause in a human treaty could not prevent Him from what He intended to do. I held onto that. It was all I had. It was enough.

After the Prison: What the Fire Revealed

When we think of what those nineteen months accomplished—not in human terms, but in the economy of God—the accounting is remarkable. The translation manuscript that Ann preserved in a pillow became the foundation of the entire Burmese Bible. The faith that Moung Nau and the other early converts displayed during the imprisonment—their refusal to renounce Christ even while their teacher was chained and their meeting places were scattered—became the bedrock of the Burmese church's character. They had been tested before the watching world, and they had held.

During the seven years that the British had soldiers stationed in Burma following the war, no fewer than fifteen thousand of those forty thousand men died—not in battle, but from disease. Only about six hundred died in combat. The same diseases that ravaged an army also claimed missionary after missionary. That Ann and I survived at all was, by any reasonable calculation, a miracle.

I am often asked, by those who have read accounts of the imprisonment, how I kept my faith during those months. I want to answer that question honestly, because I think a dishonest answer would be dangerous.

The truth is that faith in that prison was not always a feeling of closeness to God. There were days—dark, cold days inside that heat—when God felt absent. When the prayers felt like they were going nowhere. When the chains were just chains and the darkness was just darkness and Jesus felt very far away. I will not pretend otherwise.

But faith is not the feeling of God's presence. Faith is the decision to trust His Word when the feelings say something different. (Hebrews 11:1 KJV) "Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen." Evidence. Not feeling. Not certainty of a comfortable kind. Evidence—the kind you stake your life on even when you cannot see the outcome. That is what I had in that prison. And it was sufficient. Not pleasant, not easy, not comfortable—but sufficient. Jesus was sufficient.

When Seven Out of Eight British Prisoners Died

Here is a statistic that I have turned over in my mind many times since those days. During the period of the Anglo-Burmese War, seven out of every eight British prisoners held in Burmese captivity died from the conditions of their imprisonment. Maltreatment, starvation, disease, execution—these claimed seven of eight.

I am the one. The one who survived when seven died. Why? I do not have a full answer. I have Ann—her tireless work, her daily provision, her advocacy. I have the mercy of God, who was not finished with me yet. I have the prayers of thousands of believers in America and England who were praying for the missionaries in Burma every week. I have, perhaps, a constitution that was stronger than it appeared.

But mostly I have this: the conviction that God had a purpose for my remaining life that required my remaining alive. He preserved me not for my own sake but for Burma's. For the translation that was still unfinished. For the churches that were still un-planted. For the Burmese believers who would one day number not in the dozens but in the millions.

(Philippians 1:21 KJV) "For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain." I meant that before the prison. After the prison, I meant it at a depth I had not previously possessed. To live was Christ—not comfort, not safety, not reputation, not the approval of powerful men. Christ. To live was Christ. And if I was still alive, it was because Christ still had work for me to do.

The Work That Remained

Even while I was navigating the peace negotiations, even while Ann was still recovering from her illness, even while the physical damage of nineteen months of imprisonment was still acute in my body, I was thinking about the mission. Not obsessively—I was not blind to my physical condition or to Ann's need for rest and recovery. But the missionary call that had sent me to Burma did not go into hibernation because circumstances were difficult.

The church in Rangoon had been scattered by the war. The eighteen baptized members we had left behind had been dispersed—some fled to safety, some gone into hiding, some we had no news of at all. The question was whether they were still believing. Whether the faith that had led them to accept baptism in the shadow of the king's disapproval had survived the additional trauma of war.

The answer, when news reached us, was deeply moving. They were still believing. One of the early converts—a man named Tha-e—had not stopped preaching during the entire period of his wandering. He had preached in every place the war's chaos had driven him. He had maintained his testimony, shared the gospel, and by the time peace returned, he had already begun the work of re-gathering the scattered church.

That is what the Holy Spirit does. He does not wait for the missionary to arrive before He works. He is already moving in the hearts of His people, sustaining them through circumstances that would destroy mere human commitment. The church is not a missionary institution. It is a living organism, and its life comes from Christ Himself. (John 15:5 KJV) "I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing." Even in the years of my imprisonment, the Vine was nourishing the branches.

Looking Back From the Far Side of the Fire

I am going to close this chapter the way I began it—with honesty. Because I think some who read accounts of Christian suffering are tempted to believe that the men and women who endured it were somehow different from ordinary human beings. That they had a special grade of faith unavailable to regular people. That their stories are inspiring but not applicable—beautiful, like great paintings, to be admired but not imitated.

That is not true. And it is a dangerous untruth, because it allows the reader to marvel without being moved. To admire without being challenged. To say, 'What a remarkable man,' and then go back to the ordinary comfortable life, unchanged.

I was not remarkable. I was frightened. I was lonely. I was in pain for nineteen months. I wept. I doubted. I wondered whether God had forgotten Burma—whether He had forgotten me. There was nothing heroic about the feelings I felt in that prison. The only thing that was not ordinary was the object of my faith: the Lord Jesus Christ, who had never abandoned anyone He had ever called, and who was not going to start with me.

If you are in a prison today—not necessarily one with iron chains, but a prison of circumstances, of illness, of disappointment, of a calling that seems to have gone silent—then I want to speak to you directly. Jesus has not forgotten you. The same God who heard my prayers in Ava and sent Ann Judson as a ministering angel and preserved a New Testament in a lumpy pillow and stopped the Pakan Woon's hand and broke the fever that was killing my wife—that God is your God too. He has not changed. He is not less attentive. He is not less faithful. (Lamentations 3:22-23 KJV) "It is of the LORD's mercies that we are not consumed, because his compassions fail not. They are new every morning: great is thy faithfulness."

Every morning. New. In the death prison of Ava, there were mornings that did not feel like mercy. But the mercy was there anyway, whether I felt it or not. And so it is for every child of God in every prison of every kind, in every generation, until the day Jesus returns and makes all things new.

* * *

In Chapter Four, we will follow what happened after the prison doors opened. Because the cruelest blow of all was not inside the walls of the death prison. It was waiting for me outside them. Ann—the guardian angel, the woman who had held the whole mission together with her bare hands—was moving toward a death that would shake me to my foundations and send me into a darkness more profound than any prison cell. And in that darkness, God would do something in me that the prison alone could never have accomplished.

The lion's den was behind me. The valley of the shadow lay ahead. But Jesus Christ—the same yesterday, today, and forever—would walk with me through both.
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CHAPTER four

The Valley of the Shadow: The Death of Ann, the Death of Maria, and the Man Who Almost Disappeared

I have sat with this chapter for a long time before writing it. Not because the facts are unclear—I know them with a precision that comes from having lived them and wept over them for years. But because there is a particular kind of grief that resists being made into a lesson too quickly. Ann's death was not a sermon illustration. Maria's death was not a theological point. They were real people—the two people I loved most in the world—and they died, and the world they left behind was a darker and quieter place without them.

I will honor their memory by telling you the truth. The whole truth. Including the parts where I did not handle it well, where the grief took me somewhere I should not have gone, where the darkness was so complete that I could not see my own hand in front of my face. Because I think there is more help in an honest account of a man who suffered and struggled and nearly broke than in a polished account of a saint who never doubted.

And I want you to know, from the beginning, that Jesus was present through all of it. Not as a feeling—feelings were absent for long stretches of that season. But as a fact. As a Rock that did not move even when everything else was in motion. (Psalm 18:2 KJV) "The LORD is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my God, my strength, in whom I will trust." He was my rock. I did not always feel Him. But He was there.

The Days After the Prison: A Brief, Fragile Peace

When I walked out of the death prison at the end of 1825, Ann and I had very little time together before the next blow fell. The peace negotiations following the Anglo-Burmese War required my services as a translator and interpreter, and so almost immediately after my release I was dispatched to assist with the diplomatic work while Ann traveled separately to Amherst—a small town in the south that the British had designated as the seat of the new administration in the territories they had acquired from Burma.

That separation—so soon after nineteen months of imprisonment, so soon after Ann's near-fatal illness—was painful in ways I cannot fully articulate. We had been through the fire together. We had survived what should have killed us both. And now, barely recovered, we were being pulled in different directions by the practical demands of a post-war world that had no patience for the emotional needs of exhausted missionaries.

I told myself it would be temporary. A few months. Ann would establish herself in Amherst, perhaps lay the groundwork for a new mission station there. I would complete the diplomatic work in Ava and then come south to join her. We would rebuild together. We had rebuilt before. We could do it again.

That is not what happened.

The Letter with the Black Seal

I was still working in Ava when the letter arrived. I knew before I opened it that it carried death. Letters with black seals always do. My first thought was Maria—our infant daughter, who had been so fragile, so desperately thin during the imprisonment, who had been passed from mother to mother in a Burmese village to beg milk while her father shuffled behind her in chains. Maria had been struggling since her birth. A letter with a black seal, in Amherst, could only be about Maria.

I opened it. I read it. And the world I had known ended.

It was not Maria. It was Ann.

Ann Hasseltine Judson—my wife, my companion, my fellow laborer, the guardian angel of the death prison, the woman who had held the entire mission together with her bare hands while I was chained in darkness—had died on October 24, 1826. She was thirty-seven years old.

I cannot tell you what happened to me in the moment I read those words. I have tried to describe it in letters, in diary entries, in conversations with people who asked. The closest I have ever come is this: it was as though the floor of the world simply disappeared. Not pain, exactly—pain implies a wound with defined edges. This had no edges. It was total. It reached into every part of me simultaneously and left nothing untouched.

My biographer Francis Wayland, who knew me well, wrote that this blow—more than any other in my life—threatened to unhinge me. He was right. The prison had been terrible, but it had a defined enemy and a defined threat. I knew what I was fighting against. I could pray and trust and hold on. Grief is different. Grief has no defined enemy. It comes from inside, from the place where love used to live, and there is nothing to fight because the thing that is killing you is the very love that made you human.

Who Ann Was: A Portrait I Owe Her

Before I go further into what her death did to me, I owe you a proper portrait of who Ann Judson was. Because she is often described as an appendage to my story—Judson's wife, Judson's helper—and that does her a profound injustice. Ann was not an appendage. Ann was, in many ways, the more extraordinary of the two of us.

Ann Hasseltine was born in Bradford, Massachusetts in 1789, the youngest daughter of a family of faith. She was spirited, intelligent, and possessed of a social ease that I never fully had. Where I was serious and driven and perhaps too intense for comfortable company, Ann moved through the world with a warmth that drew people to her immediately. She had a gift for friendship—deep, genuine, lasting friendship—and she never lost it even in the hardest years of Burma.

She was also a linguist of remarkable ability. She mastered Burmese faster than I did. She then taught herself Siamese and translated portions of Scripture and catechetical material into both languages. She wrote a Burmese catechism that became a foundational teaching tool for the young church. She authored accounts of the mission that were published in America and England and stirred thousands of people to prayer and giving. She was the first American woman to serve as a foreign missionary—and she served not as a passive companion but as an active, skilled, essential partner in the work.

In the prison years, she was simply heroic. I have already told you about the daily food deliveries, the relentless petitioning, the bribes, the advocacy. But let me add this: she did all of that while nursing a newborn, caring for two adopted Burmese girls, managing the mission's correspondence and finances without any of the modern tools that make such management easier, and doing it all in a foreign language in a city at war, without any European companion, without any institutional support, without any certainty from one day to the next that her husband was still alive.

She was thirty-seven years old when she died. She had given everything she had. And she gave it willingly, gladly, without complaint and without regret, because she had surrendered her life to Jesus Christ and trusted Him with every consequence of that surrender. (John 12:24 KJV) "Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit." Ann was a corn of wheat. She fell into the ground of Burma. The fruit she produced is still growing.

How Ann Died: The Illness That Came After the Prison

Ann had never fully recovered from the cerebral meningitis that had nearly killed her during the imprisonment. Her body, depleted by years of tropical heat, inadequate nutrition, relentless physical and emotional labor, and the trauma of the war years, had no real reserves left. When she arrived in Amherst to begin establishing the new mission station, she was already profoundly weakened.

She worked anyway. She always worked. The Burmese women needed teaching. The new converts needed discipling. The mission station needed organizing. Ann threw herself into all of it with the same energy she had always brought to everything—the energy that looked from the outside like inexhaustible strength but was in reality a form of faith, the decision to spend what she had because Jesus was worth spending it on.

The fever returned. It did not leave. Week by week, the woman who had survived the death prison, survived cerebral meningitis, survived the march to Oung-Penla, survived everything that Burma had thrown at her—grew weaker. The doctor who attended her could do nothing. The medicines available in 1826 were simply inadequate to what was happening in her body.

Her last recorded words to her medical attendant were a request—a final act of that clear-eyed, purposeful love that had characterized her entire life. She asked that her husband would never consent to enter the service of the British government, but would confine himself exclusively to the duties of his religious mission. Even in death, her mind was on the work. Even dying, she was protecting the calling.

On October 24, 1826, Ann Judson died in Amherst. She was buried there, under a hopea tree—the Burmese name for a beautiful flowering tree whose shade fell across her grave. She was far from Massachusetts, far from her parents and sisters, far from everything familiar and comfortable. She was exactly where she had chosen to be.

Maria: The Second Grave

If Ann's death was the blow that threatened to unhinge me, the death of Maria six months later was the blow that drove the splinter all the way to the bone.

Maria had been born during the imprisonment, had survived those harrowing months on borrowed milk and desperate prayers, and had come through the war as a thin, fragile child with her mother's eyes and more resilience than her tiny body should have contained. After Ann's death, Maria was cared for by Mrs. Wade, the wife of a fellow missionary—a kind and capable woman who gave her everything a child in that situation could be given.

It was not enough. Maria died on April 24, 1827. She was two years and three months old.

I wrote to Ann's mother—a letter I find almost impossible to read even now—describing the end of it all. Let me share some of what I wrote, because I think you need to hear the voice of a man in the actual depths of grief, not a cleaned-up version of it:

'Dear Mother Hasseltine—My little Maria lies by the side of her fond mother. The complaint to which she was subject several months proved incurable. She had the best medical advice; and the kind care of Mrs. Wade could not have been, in any respect, exceeded by that of her own mother. But all our efforts, and prayers, and tears could not propitiate the cruel disease; the work of death went forward, and after the usual process, excruciating to a parent's heart, she ceased to breathe on the 24th instant, at three o'clock p.m., aged two years and three months. We then closed her faded eyes, and bound up her discoloured lips, where the dark touch of death first appeared, and folded her little hands on her cold breast. The next morning we made her last bed in the small enclosure that surrounds her mother's lonely grave. Together they rest in hope, under the hope-tree which stands at the head of the graves; and together, I trust, their spirits are rejoicing after a short separation of precisely six months. And I am left alone in the wide world. My own dear family I have buried; one in Rangoon, and two in Amherst. What remains for me but to hold myself in readiness to follow the dear departed to that blessed world?'

I am left alone in the wide world. That is not poetry. That is the precise, accurate description of how it felt. Ann gone. Maria gone. My first child had been stillborn before we reached Burma. Roger, our second, had died in Rangoon at eight months old. Three children. Three graves. And Ann in a fourth.

Four graves. My entire immediate family, buried in foreign soil, in a country that was not yet even fully open to the gospel I had come to preach. The price of obedience, tallied up in the only currency that truly costs: the people you love.

The Spiral: When Grief Became Darkness

I want to be very careful how I describe what happened to me after Maria's death, because I think it is important to be honest without being melodramatic, and to be vulnerable without being self-indulgent. What I experienced in the months following April of 1827 was something that today we might recognize as severe grief complicated by what some would call spiritual crisis. At the time, I did not have those categories. I had only the experience itself.

I became reclusive. I withdrew from the company of the British officers I had enjoyed—men like the Commander in Chief Sir Archibald Campbell, whose friendship had been a genuine gift during the difficult post-prison months. I cut off correspondence. I returned gifts. I wrote a curt letter to Brown University rejecting the honorary doctorate they had awarded me five years earlier. I gave away the significant sum of money I had accumulated—savings, gifts from friends, earnings from the translation work—every penny of it donated to the missionary cause, as though the possession of anything was an offense to the dead.

I was, in some way I cannot fully explain, trying to die to everything. To strip myself of every comfort, every connection, every marker of a life that felt fraudulent to me. I had preached surrender. I had asked others to give up everything for Jesus. And yet here I was, still alive, still eating, still sleeping in a bed while Ann lay under a hopea tree. The disproportion felt unbearable.

Then I did something that was, in retrospect, both understandable and unwise. I built a small bamboo hut in the jungle. Not at the edge of the jungle—in it. The deep jungle, where tigers prowled and the Burmese villagers nearby warned anyone they cared about to stay out. I retreated to that hut to pray, to fast, and to be alone with God.

And I dug a grave.

I dug a grave beside my hut, and at night I sat at its edge. Not with any intention of self-destruction—I want to be clear about that. But as a practice of meditation, a forcing of the mind to confront the reality of mortality and the nearness of eternity. I was trying to do what the old saints had done—to die to self, to release the grip of the world, to arrive at the place of absolute surrender.

My Burmese brethren were terrified for me. The jungle was genuinely dangerous. Tigers had killed men in that region. A weakened, grief-stricken man, alone at night, sitting at the edge of a grave he had dug for himself—there was nothing about that picture that pointed toward a good outcome. A faithful deacon named Ko Dwah braved the dangers and followed me into the jungle. Without telling me, he built a seat in my hut and fashioned a canopy overhead. He watched over me from a distance. The Burmese people around that place later said that my survival in the tiger-infested jungle was a repetition of the miracle of Daniel—that the same God who had shut the lions' mouths in Babylon had kept the tigers away from the little bamboo hut.

I spent forty days in that jungle. I ate only small rations of rice. I prayed—or tried to pray, because honesty requires me to admit that for stretches of those forty days, prayer was less a conversation and more a sustained, inarticulate groan directed toward a God who felt very far away. (Romans 8:26 KJV) "Likewise the Spirit also helpeth our infirmities: for we know not what to pray for as we ought: but the Spirit itself maketh intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered." That verse was not abstract theology in the jungle. It was my survival. When I could not form words, the Spirit formed them for me.

The Doctrinal Danger: Perfectionism and the Mystics

During this dark season, I made a theological mistake that I want to be honest about, because I think it is a mistake that many sincere Christians make in seasons of deep suffering.

I began to believe—or to want to believe, which is not quite the same thing—in the doctrine of perfect sanctification attainable in this life. In my grief, I was searching for something I had never fully possessed: a felt, experiential certainty of God's love that would be impervious to the weather of circumstances. I wanted to arrive at a place of such complete union with God that nothing could disturb it. Not grief. Not loneliness. Not the silence of heaven in the worst seasons. I wanted perfect peace, perfectly maintained, regardless of what life did.

I read the mystics. Madame Guyon, the Roman Catholic writer who emphasized total union of the soul with God, the complete absorption of the human will into the divine will. There was something in her writing that spoke to my condition. She described an experience of God that seemed to transcend the vagaries of feeling and circumstance. I was drawn to it because I needed it.

In retrospect, I can see both the genuine hunger that drove me there and the doctrinal imbalance of what I found. The hunger was real and right: a desire for deeper union with Christ, a longing to know Him in a way that suffering could not destroy. That desire was good. But the solution I reached for—the idea that a believer could achieve, through sufficient spiritual discipline, a state of perfect sanctification in this life—was not fully Biblical. It set up a standard I could not meet and drove me further into the introspective spiral that was already dangerous.

Positional sanctification—who we are in Christ—is already perfect. We are fully in Him, fully accepted, fully cleansed, the righteousness of Christ imputed to us completely and without remainder. (1 Corinthians 1:30 KJV) "But of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption." That is fixed. That does not fluctuate with our feelings or our spiritual performance. But practical sanctification—the daily, imperfect, progressive work of becoming more like Christ in actual behavior and character—is not complete in this life. It was not complete in me. It will not be complete in any of us until we see Him face to face.

The mistake was seeking an experience that was not available in this life as a substitute for the faith that was. Faith does not give us perfect peace of feeling. It gives us a perfect object—Jesus Christ—and the promise that He will never leave or forsake us, regardless of what we feel. That promise held in the jungle. It holds still.

The Way Back: Called Out by the Work

What brought me out of the jungle was not a vision. It was not a mystical experience. It was not a dramatic encounter with God that resolved all my questions and restored all my feelings. It was simpler and more ordinary than that: it was the work.

The translation was not finished. The Old Testament still needed to be done. The small Burmese churches, scattered and re-gathering after the war, needed teaching and leadership. Letters were accumulating from the mission board in America, from fellow missionaries who needed direction, from churches in England and America that were praying for Burma and needed to know what was happening. The world had not stopped requiring things of me simply because I had retreated to a jungle hut to grieve.

And there was something in the return to work—in picking up the Hebrew text again, in sitting with Burmese believers again, in opening the Scripture and attempting to teach again—that was itself a form of healing. Not instant. Not dramatic. But real. The grief did not disappear. Ann's absence did not stop being a wound. But working in the name of Jesus gave the wound a context, a purpose, a reason to keep bearing it.

(Philippians 4:11 KJV) "I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content." Learned. Not received as a gift, not felt as a natural disposition—learned. Through long, hard, painful practice. Paul learned contentment through the same school I was attending: the school of suffering, of loss, of the stripping away of everything that was not absolutely essential. I was a slow student. But I was still enrolled.

The Letter to Ann's Sisters: Grief That Knows Its Anchor

That same year—1827, in the months after Maria's death—I wrote to Ann's sisters. I want to share part of what I wrote, because I think it captures something important about how grief and faith can exist in the same heart at the same time without one destroying the other:

'Death mocks at us, and tramples our dearest hopes and our lives in the dust. Dreadful tyrant, offspring and ally of sin! But go on now, and do thy worst. Thy time will come. The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death. Yes, awful power, thou shalt devour thyself and die. And then my angelic Ann, and my meek blue-eyed Roger, and my tender-hearted, affectionate, darling Maria—my venerable father, you, my dear sisters, that still remain, our still surviving parents, and I hope, myself, though all unworthy, shall be rescued from the power of death and the grave. And we know assuredly that we shall die no more, we shall make heaven's arches ring with songs of praise to Him, Who hath loved us and washed us from our sins in His own blood.'

Do you hear both things in that letter? Both the raw, unfiltered grief—'death mocks at us, tramples our dearest hopes'—and the equally raw, unfiltered faith—'thy time will come, thou shalt devour thyself and die'? That is not a man who has recovered from grief. That is a man who is in the middle of grief and has found, in the middle of it, a hope that grief cannot touch. (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 KJV) "But I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning them which are asleep, that ye sorrow not, even as others which have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so them also which sleep in Jesus will God bring with him." Sorrow not as others who have no hope. Not sorrow not at all. Not pretend it doesn't hurt. Sorrow not as those who have no hope—because we have hope. Anchored hope. Hope rooted in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, which means that the graves under the hopea trees in Amherst are not the end of Ann and Maria's story. They are a pause.

The Surprising Resilience of the Burmese Church

Even while I was navigating the darkest season of my personal life, something remarkable was happening in the Burmese church. It was growing.

Tha-e, the early convert who had preached through the years of the war, had returned to Rangoon and was rebuilding the scattered congregation. Not waiting for me. Not dependent on a Western missionary's presence or authority. He had taken the gospel that had been planted in him, carried it through war and displacement, and was now faithfully sowing it in the post-war city. When I traveled to Rangoon and saw what had happened—the church reassembled, believers gathered, new inquirers coming to hear—I was moved to my core.

I ordained Tha-e as the first Burmese pastor. I placed my hands on the head of a man I had baptized years before and set him apart for the work that the Holy Spirit had clearly already appointed him to do. That moment was a milestone I had not dared to hope for in the early years of the mission—an indigenous Burmese man, formed and called by God, equipped and capable of shepherding his own people in their own language with their own understanding of their own culture. This is what missionary work is ultimately for: not the establishment of a Western religious institution, but the planting of living churches that can grow, multiply, and reach their own people without the missionary's continued presence.

The work was deeper than I had realized during my darkest days in the jungle. God had not wasted those years. He never wastes anything.

Moving to Moulmein: Consolidation and Multiplication

After the war, the British established their administrative center first at Amherst, then moved to Moulmein, a well-situated town about twenty-five miles to the north with a population of approximately thirty thousand people and a good position on the river. The mission followed.

Together with fellow missionaries Mr. and Mrs. Wade and George and Sarah Boardman—who had recently arrived from America—I consolidated the missionary enterprise at Moulmein. I built a zayat in the poorest part of the town and taught there daily. Then a second zayat. Then a third in the countryside nearby. The faithful Moung was an invaluable assistant, carrying the teaching into neighborhoods I could not personally reach.

George and Sarah Boardman moved further south to the town of Tavoy, where they began pioneering work among the Karen hill people. This was one of the most significant developments in the history of the Burma mission, though none of us fully understood it at the time. The Karen people—a distinct ethnic group with their own language and culture—proved extraordinarily receptive to the gospel. There was a tradition among many Karen groups that their ancestors had possessed a sacred book which had been lost, and that one day a man with white skin would come and return it to them. Whether this tradition was exactly as described I cannot say. But I can tell you that when George and Sarah Boardman arrived among the Karen with the Word of God, the reception they received was unlike anything we had seen among the Burmese.

Sarah Boardman—who would later become important to my own story in ways I did not yet anticipate—administered a school for Burmese girls alongside Mrs. Wade. Education, alongside preaching and translation, was becoming an important part of the mission's approach. The seed planted in a child's mind and heart is a seed that grows for decades.

Grief and Vision: The Strange Compatibility

I want to say something about the relationship between grief and vision, because I experienced it firsthand in those years and I think it is worth naming.

Only a couple of months after Maria's death—while I was still in the depths of the grief that had driven me to the jungle hut—I wrote a letter home urging the mission board to consider sending missionaries into Siam. Not hesitantly, not as a distant possibility, but with cogent, detailed arguments for why the work should begin and what it would require. The letter is lucid, strategic, and full of the kind of forward momentum that is entirely inconsistent with a man who has given up.

I marvel at that now. How could a man who had just buried his wife and daughter, who was sitting by a grave in a tiger-infested jungle at night, who had given away all his money and rejected his honorary degree and withdrawn from every comfortable social connection—how could that same man be writing clear-eyed missionary strategy letters to America?

I think the answer is this: when God calls a man, He calls his whole self—including the broken, grieving, jungle-dwelling, grave-digging self. The calling does not pause for the grief. The vision does not dissolve in the tears. If anything, the grief clarified the vision, burned away everything that was not essential, and left only the irreducible core: millions of people in Asia who did not know the name of Jesus Christ, and a God who had sent me to tell them.

(Isaiah 49:15-16 KJV) "Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she should not have compassion on the son of her womb? yea, they may forget, yet will I not forget thee. Behold, I have graven thee upon the palms of my hands." He had not forgotten Burma. He had not forgotten me. He had not forgotten Ann, whose prayers and labors and very life were woven into the foundation of everything the Burmese church would become. He had graven us all on the palms of His hands.

Honoring Ann's Last Wish

Ann's dying wish—that I would never enter the service of the British government but would confine myself exclusively to religious mission—proved necessary to hold onto. Two of my colleagues did not hold onto it. Dr. Price and fellow missionary Hough both resigned from the mission and went into service with the British government. I understood the temptation. The British offered security, salary, and an institution that would outlast any individual's health or death. The mission offered none of those things.

But Ann had understood something that her dying mind had still been clear enough to articulate: that the mixing of missionary work with colonial administration was a corruption of both. Not always in obvious ways—sometimes the benefits were real, the advocacy for local people genuine. But the underlying compromise was dangerous. A missionary in service to a colonial government is not free to speak the full truth of the gospel, because the gospel's politics do not align with the colonial project. The gospel says that every human being bears the image of God and possesses infinite dignity. Colonialism, in its practical operation, tended toward the opposite conclusion.

Ann had given her life for a mission that was not entangled with empire. Her last wish was that I would keep it that way. I honored that wish. It cost me things—financial security, institutional backing, the goodwill of men whose favor would have been useful. But some costs are worth paying, and some wishes are worth honoring, regardless of the cost.

What the Losses Produced: A Theological Accounting

I want to step back from the narrative for a moment and ask the question that I had to ask during those dark years: What did God accomplish through these losses? What was the theological accounting of Ann's death, of Maria's death, of Roger's death, of the stillborn first child?

I will tell you honestly that I did not arrive at this accounting during the grief itself. In the jungle, by the grave, I was not capable of theological analysis. I was barely capable of staying alive. The accounting came later—slowly, over years, as the work continued and the fruit began to appear and I was able to look back from a greater distance.

Here is what I believe the losses produced. First, they produced in me a depth of dependence on God that prosperity could never have created. The man who has lost everything and found that Jesus is still sufficient knows something about the sufficiency of Jesus that the man who has lost nothing cannot fully know. I know it now in my bones. (2 Corinthians 12:9 KJV) "And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me." Sufficient. I used to read that word and think I understood it. I understand it differently now.

Second, the losses produced in me a credibility with suffering people that no amount of comfortable, successful ministry could have generated. When I sat with a Burmese believer who had lost a child to fever, or a woman who had lost her husband to war, I was not speaking from theory. I was speaking from four graves. That matters. People know the difference between sympathy and solidarity, and they respond differently to each.

Third, and most profoundly, the losses produced in Ann a legacy that her life alone—however remarkable—could not have produced. Ann's death in Burma, at thirty-seven, in the service of Jesus Christ, became one of the most powerful missionary testimonies in American history. Her story was read. Her journals were published. Her courage was held up before thousands of young people who might never have considered missionary service and who, because of Ann, were moved to consider it seriously. Her grave in Amherst became a place of pilgrimage, a symbol of what total surrender to Jesus looks like in the flesh.

She fell into the ground. She brought forth much fruit. (John 12:24 KJV) "Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit." The mathematics of the Kingdom of God do not work the way the mathematics of the world work. In the world, subtraction produces less. In the Kingdom, death produces life. Loss produces legacy. The grain that falls into the ground multiplies.

The View From Amherst: Two Graves Under a Hopea Tree

I went to Amherst after Maria's death and stood at the graves. Ann's and Maria's, side by side under the hopea tree. The tree was in bloom. The ground was quiet. The noise of the world—the diplomatic negotiations, the mission reports, the letters from America, the demands of the work—all of it fell away for a few minutes, and I simply stood there with the two people I had loved most.

I talked to Jesus at those graves. Not eloquently. Not with any particular theological precision. I told Him that I did not understand. I told Him that the price seemed higher than I had expected when I signed up for this. I told Him that I was still here, still His, still committed to the work—but that I needed Him to be real in a way that did not depend on my being able to feel Him, because feeling Him was not reliably available to me in that season.

And I told Ann—because it felt right to speak to her, even across the distance of eternity—that she had been worth every sacrifice, every ocean, every chain. That following Jesus to Burma with her was the best decision I had ever made. That I would do it again. That I expected to see her on the other side of the death she had entered, in the presence of the Jesus she had loved and served and honored with everything she had.

(Revelation 21:4 KJV) "And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away." Former things. The chains. The prison. The graves. The grief. All of it—former things, destined to pass away. What remains is the Kingdom of God, unshakeable and eternal, which Ann and Maria had already entered and which I was still working toward from the outside.

Getting Back to Work: The Only Faithful Response

Grief must end. Not because the love ends—love does not end—but because life continues and the call continues and the God who gave and took away is still worthy of being served. (Job 1:21 KJV) "The LORD gave, and the LORD hath taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD." Job said that in the immediate shock of devastating loss. He meant it. And he went on living, and God went on working, and the story was not over.

My story was not over either. The translation was still unfinished. The churches were still growing. Burma was still full of people who had never heard the name of Jesus Christ. The hopea tree in Amherst was not the final word. It was a comma in the middle of a sentence that God was still writing.

I picked up the pen. I went back to the Hebrew text. I went back to the zayat. I went back to the work of teaching and baptizing and ordaining and planting, the slow and patient and never-finished work of building the church of Jesus Christ in a land that had not known His name when I arrived.

And slowly—very slowly—the light that had gone out when Ann died began to return. Not the same light. It was never the same after those years. But a different light, deeper and quieter, the light that comes not from happy circumstances but from long, tested, battle-hardened trust in a God who has never once failed His people.

* * *

In Chapter Five, the story turns. Not toward ease—Burma was never easy—but toward harvest. The years of sowing in tears were giving way to the years of reaping in joy. Hundreds of Burmese and Karen men and women were coming to faith in Jesus Christ. The translation was advancing toward completion. A second marriage, unexpected and beautiful, would bring new partnership and new life into a story that had seemed, by the hopea tree in Amherst, to be more about endings than beginnings.

God was not finished. He is never finished. (Philippians 1:6 KJV) "Being confident of this very thing, that he which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ." He had begun a good work in Burma. He had begun a good work in me. He would perform it. Not because I deserved it. Not because I had earned it by my suffering. But because He is faithful—faithful beyond all human understanding, faithful when circumstances argue against faithfulness, faithful in the jungle and the prison and the graveyard and the translation room and every other place His servants have ever stood and wondered whether He was still there.

He is always there. That is the whole of it. He is always there.
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CHAPTER five

The Harvest Begins: Hundreds Baptized, the Bible Completed, and Love Found Again

There is a passage in the book of Ezekiel that I returned to many times during the long years of sowing without reaping, of planting without seeing growth, of pressing forward in the dark and trusting that what I could not see was nevertheless happening somewhere beneath the surface. The prophet is given a vision of a river flowing out from the temple of God, and a man with a measuring line walks into it — first ankle deep, then knee deep, then waist deep, then so deep that he cannot touch the bottom and must swim. (Ezekiel 47:5 KJV) "Afterward he measured a thousand; and it was a river that I could not pass over: for the waters were risen, waters to swim in, a river that could not be passed over."

That is what happened in Burma. Slowly at first — one convert, then three, then a handful, then a small congregation. Then the waters began to rise. And then, in the years following the war, following the prison, following the dark valley of grief — the river began to overflow its banks, and what had been a trickle became a flood, and what I had planted in tears I began to reap in astonishment and joy.

I want to tell you about those years. Not because they erased the suffering — nothing erases suffering, and I would not want it erased even if I could, because the suffering shaped me in ways I could not have been shaped any other way. But because the harvest years are the vindication of everything the sowing years cost, and a story that ends at the graves under the hopea tree is not the full story. The full story includes the rising river. The full story includes the fruit.

Taking Stock: What Had Been Built by 1828

By the time I emerged from the dark season of grief and returned fully to the work, the mission had a foothold that the early years could never have imagined. The small church in Rangoon that had scattered during the war had been reassembled by Tha-e, the faithful convert-turned-pastor who had never stopped preaching through the chaos. The mission base at Moulmein was established and growing. Fellow missionaries — the Wades, the Boardmans — were in place and laboring effectively.

But there was still so much unfinished. The Old Testament translation was not done. The dictionary was barely begun. The Karen people in the hills had only just been touched by the gospel. The great northern regions of Burma — cities like Prome, like Ava itself — had heard almost nothing. The river was rising, yes. But there were vast territories the waters had not yet reached.

I set my face toward the work with a clarity that the grief years, for all their darkness, had actually sharpened. When you have lost everything that can be taken from you, and you discover that Jesus remains — that He is not diminished by your loss, not silenced by your pain, not absent from your darkest hour — then the work you do for Him takes on a different quality. It is no longer fueled by ambition or the desire for results or even by the good and natural satisfaction of seeing souls saved. It is fueled by something simpler and more fundamental: gratitude. Pure, uncomplicated, everything-I-have-is-Yours gratitude to a God who stayed when everything else left.

(Psalm 126:5-6 KJV) "They that sow in tears shall reap in joy. He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him." Doubtless. Not possibly, not perhaps, not if circumstances are favorable. Doubtless. That is a promise. I had held it through the dark years. Now I was about to watch it be fulfilled.

The Spirit of Inquiry Spreads Across Burma

Something remarkable began happening in 1830 and 1831 that I could not fully explain then and can only partially explain now. A spirit of inquiry — a hunger, a restlessness, a turning of people's attention toward spiritual questions they had not previously been asking — spread across Burma in a way that seemed to come from somewhere beyond human strategy or missionary effort.

I wrote about it to the mission board in America in February 1831, and the words I chose to describe it reveal how surprised and how slightly frightened I was by the scale of it: 'The most prominent feature in the mission at present is the surprising spirit of enquiry that is spreading everywhere, through the whole length and breadth of the land. I sometimes feel alarmed, like a person who sees a mighty engine beginning to move, over which he knows he has no control.'

A mighty engine beginning to move, over which I had no control. That is exactly what it was. And the right response to a mighty engine over which you have no control is not to try to grab the wheel — it is to get on board and go where it is going. I got on board.

Our house in Moulmein was frequently crowded with inquirers — Burmese men and women who had heard something, read something, been told something by a neighbor or a relative, and who wanted to know more. I had to leave many of these conversations to Moung En, one of the best of my Burmese assistants, because the press of inquirers was greater than I could personally handle while still keeping up with the translation work. That is a remarkable problem to have — too many people wanting to hear the gospel to be able to personally teach them all.

The numbers tell the story with a clarity that my words cannot match. In 1830, forty-seven people were baptized across the mission's various stations: twelve at Moulmein, seven at Rangoon, and twenty-eight at Tavoy where the Boardmans were working among the Karen people. Five of the forty-seven were Europeans. The rest were Burmese and Karen.

Then in 1832, the waters rose dramatically: two hundred and seventeen people were baptized as believers in a single year. I read that number back to myself sometimes and still feel the same thing I felt when I first counted it — a mixture of profound joy and profound humility. This was not my doing. I was a man with a translation manuscript and a Burmese grammar and a willingness to sit in a zayat and talk to anyone who came. The Holy Spirit of God was the one doing the converting. I was just trying to be in the right place when He moved. (1 Corinthians 3:6-7 KJV) "I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase."

The Karen Awakening: Ko Tha-Byu and the People Who Were Waiting

I must tell you about the Karen people, because their story is one of the most extraordinary chapters in the history of Christian missions, and it was unfolding just at the edges of my own story during these years.

The Karen were a hill people — distinct from the Burmese in language, culture, and social position. The Burmese had tended to look down on them. They lived in the forested highlands, organized in villages, practicing their own traditions. They were, by any external measure, an unlikely candidate for rapid mass conversion to Christianity.

Except for one thing. Many Karen groups carried, in their oral traditions, a story about a lost book. The details varied from group to group, but the core was consistent: their ancestors had once possessed a sacred text — a book given to them by the Creator God, whom they called Y'wa — and this book had been lost or taken from them. With the loss of the book had come spiritual decline, confusion, and suffering. And the tradition said that one day, a man from a distant land would come and return the book to them.

I cannot tell you with certainty whether this tradition was exactly as it has been described, or how much it was shaped by later retellings that knew the outcome. What I can tell you is that when George Boardman and his wife Sarah arrived among the Karen with the Word of God, the reception was unlike anything we had experienced among the Burmese. People did not simply listen. They recognized. Something in them responded to the gospel with a resonance that went beyond intellectual assent to something that felt like remembering.

The key human figure in the Karen awakening was a man named Ko Tha-Byu — a remarkable, rough-edged, passionate man whose early life had included violence and banditry. He came to faith in Christ in 1828 under George Boardman's ministry, and what happened next was extraordinary. Ko Tha-Byu became a preacher to his own people with an effectiveness that no Western missionary could have matched. He spoke their language. He understood their fears and their hopes. He knew their traditions from the inside. And when he told them that the book had been found — that the Creator God had sent His Son, that the lost sacred text was real and was being translated into their own tongue — the Karen villages erupted in response.

By the mid-1830s, the Karen churches were among the fastest-growing Christian communities in all of Asia. Village after village was sending representatives to be taught, to be baptized, to return and teach their own families and neighbors. The work among the Karen eventually produced a church that would number in the hundreds of thousands — a church that has maintained its faith through generations of suffering and persecution that makes even my own story look mild by comparison.

I watched this with a joy that was almost too large to contain. (Psalm 2:8 KJV) "Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession." God was giving Burma — Burmese and Karen alike — to His Son. The promise was being fulfilled before my eyes. The river was rising.

Upriver to Prome: The Gospel in Ancient Cities

The harvest around Moulmein and Tavoy was rich, but my eyes were always on the places the gospel had not yet reached. The great cities of Upper Burma — ancient places full of temples and priests and populations that had been Buddhist for a thousand years — these were not the easy ground. The Karen villages had something that prepared them for the gospel. The ancient Burmese cities had centuries of entrenched religious tradition standing between their people and Jesus Christ.

I went anyway. I traveled up the Irrawaddy to the ancient city of Prome, and there I labored for more than three months. I was aware, in a way that never quite left me, that I was the first person who had ever proclaimed the gospel of Jesus Christ in that city. The first herald. The first voice carrying that name into streets that had heard every other name but His for a thousand years.

I wrote about this awareness in my diary in words that still move me: 'Thousands have never heard of God, nor their ancestors before them... how the preacher has preached, and how the hearers have heard, the Day of Judgment will show.'

The Day of Judgment will show. I did not know in Prome what was planted. I did not know how many of those conversations, those tract distributions, those public debates with Buddhist monks, were sending roots down into soil that would not flower for years or decades. But the Day of Judgment will show. Everything that was done for Jesus in every city and village and jungle clearing — the Day will show it all, and nothing will be lost.

The work in Prome was eventually challenged by the old Buddhist power structure, defended by the local Burmese authorities, and I was obliged to withdraw. But not before the gospel had been proclaimed, not before some had heard, not before seeds had been scattered into soil that belonged to God. Withdrawal is not defeat. It is sometimes simply the movement from one part of the field to another. (Matthew 10:23 KJV) "But when they persecute you in this city, flee ye into another." Jesus did not say that persecution was the end. He said it was the signal to move to the next city.

The Numbers Keep Rising: A Review of the Harvest

Let me give you the full picture of what happened in those extraordinary harvest years, because the numbers are themselves a testimony to the faithfulness of God.

From 1819 to 1822 — the first years of genuine breakthrough — eighteen people were baptized. That was the entire fruit of the first years of the mission, the years that cost so much and produced so little by human measurement. Eighteen. I held each of those names like jewels.

During the war years — 1823 to 1825 — the count was essentially zero. War scatters churches. Imprisonment prevents baptisms. Those years produced different fruit: the manuscript hidden in the pillow, the faith tested and refined in the fire, the church scattered but not destroyed.

From 1826 to 1827, just four baptisms — the raw, vulnerable first fruits of the post-war reconstruction.

Then from 1828 onward, the river began to rise in earnest. Three hundred and fifty-three baptisms from 1828 to 1831. Two hundred and seventeen in the single year of 1832. And then, in 1836 — a number that still takes my breath away — one thousand one hundred and forty-four baptisms in a single year. One thousand, one hundred, and forty-four. Moulmein: fifty-four. Tavoy: ninety-one. Rangoon: two hundred and six. Ava: seven. And hundreds more at Karen stations throughout the hills.

That is Ezekiel's river. Ankle deep, then knee deep, then waist deep, then a river that could not be passed over. God kept His promise. The tears of the sowing years were not wasted. They were simply the necessary preparation for a harvest that no human strategy could have produced and no human strength could have sustained.

The Translation: The Work That Outlasted Everything

While all of this was happening — the growing churches, the Karen awakening, the journeys to unreached cities — I was also doing the work that I had committed to from the very first day I arrived in Burma: translating the complete Bible into Burmese.

I want to try to help you understand what this work actually was, because I think it is easy to read the phrase 'Bible translation' and not feel the weight of it. Bible translation is not typing. It is not even writing. It is an act of simultaneous scholarship in three directions at once: complete fluency and precision in the source languages — Hebrew and Greek — complete fluency and idiomatic mastery of the receptor language, and theological accuracy that does not sacrifice one for the other.

Burmese presented particular challenges. The script was circular and complex, without punctuation or word divisions — a flowing stream of characters that required the translator to impose structure that the original script did not provide. Burmese had concepts and idioms that had no direct equivalent in the biblical languages, and the biblical languages had concepts — grace, redemption, atonement, righteousness — that had no direct equivalent in Burmese. Every significant theological term required either a loan-word carefully explained or a new Burmese construction carefully built. The wrong choice, made thousands of times across the entire Bible, could produce a translation that was technically accurate and spiritually misleading.

I worked on the translation for twenty-two years from first to last, including six years of revision after the initial completion. I finished the New Testament in 1823 — the manuscript that Ann hid in the pillow, that Moung Ing rescued from the abandoned prison, that survived the war and the imprisonment and the march to Oung-Penla. That survival was its own testimony. God was not going to let His Word be destroyed.

The complete Bible was finished in October 1840. Twenty-seven years after I arrived in Burma. Twenty-two years of work on the translation itself. In the months leading up to the final completion, I wrote to the mission board: 'I consider it the work of a man's whole life to procure a really good translation of the New Testament in an untried language.' Note my own italics. A man's whole life. That is what it required. And I gave it.

A missionary who knew the work well, writing years later, described Judson's Burmese Bible as possessing 'such all-round qualities as to make it the best translation of all among languages of the East.' I do not record that as a boast. I record it as evidence that God equips what He calls. He called me to this translation. He equipped me for it through Brown University's language training, through Andover's theological formation, through twenty-seven years of living inside the Burmese language and culture. Nothing was wasted. Not one year of preparation, not one year of suffering, not one year of apparent delay. All of it was formation.

(2 Timothy 2:15 KJV) "Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth." Rightly dividing. That phrase captures the responsibility of Bible translation with precision. Every choice matters. Every word matters. The people of Burma deserved the Word of God in their own language, accurately rendered, faithfully translated, worthy of the God whose Word it is. That is what I attempted to give them. God's grace made up for every deficiency in my attempt.

The Grammar and the Dictionary: Tools for Those Who Would Follow

The translation was the great work. But it could not stand alone. If the Burmese Bible was going to be read, taught, and preached by Burmese pastors and Western missionaries for generations to come, those people would need tools. They would need to understand the language at a level that went beyond casual conversation. They would need the kind of systematic, scholarly resource that could equip a man to preach accurately from a text he was still learning to read.

I had completed the Burmese grammar in 1816 — a compact, thorough guide of seventy-six pages that became the standard resource for every missionary who came to Burma after me. It was the tool I wished I had possessed when I arrived, and so I made it for the people who would follow. Missionary work is always partly about laying foundations that others will build on. You never know which of your tools will still be in use a hundred years after you are gone.

The dictionary was a larger undertaking. A complete Burmese-English dictionary — the first of its kind, organized with the precision and comprehensiveness that the language deserved — was the work of years. I labored at it constantly, alongside the translation and the church work and everything else that demanded my attention. The first English-Burmese dictionary appeared in 1826. The revised and expanded edition that I worked on through the 1840s was completed enough by the time of my death to be taken up and finished by those who came after me. It was published in 1852, two years after I died.

These tools — the grammar, the dictionary, the translation — are my real legacy. Not the churches I planted, though I thank God for every one of them. Not the converts I baptized, though I hold every name like a treasure. The tools are the legacy because the tools multiplied my impact across time in ways my physical presence never could have. Every missionary who used my grammar to learn Burmese, every pastor who used my dictionary to prepare a sermon, every Burmese Christian who read the Bible in their own language and met Jesus in those pages — they are the harvest of the tools. And that harvest is still being gathered today.

Sarah Boardman: The Love I Did Not Expect

I must now tell you about Sarah Boardman, because her entrance into my life is a chapter of the story I did not see coming and could not have written for myself.

Sarah Hall had come to Burma with her husband George Boardman, one of the first reinforcement missionaries to join our work. She was a woman of unusual gifts — a linguist, a teacher, a writer, a person of deep and stable faith who had chosen the mission field with the same clear-eyed deliberateness that Ann had shown. When George Boardman died in 1831, worn out by the jungle expeditions among the Karen people that had produced such remarkable fruit, Sarah was left a widow in Burma with a young son and the unfinished work of a Karen mission that was just beginning to explode into harvest.

She did not go home. That is the first thing you need to understand about Sarah Boardman. She did not go home. She stayed. She continued the work among the Karen. She continued the girls' school. She continued sending out evangelists and receiving inquirers and baptizing believers and doing everything that George had done, and doing it as a widow with a child and no institutional safety net, in a foreign country whose language she had mastered and whose people she had come to genuinely love.

I watched this from a respectful distance for several years. I admired it. I was moved by it. And gradually — slowly, carefully, with all the caution of a man who had loved deeply and lost deeply and was not certain his heart was capable of surviving a second great loss — I began to recognize that what I felt for Sarah Boardman was more than admiration.

In 1834 — eight years after Ann's death, long enough that the grief had become a scar rather than an open wound, long enough that I could contemplate the future without feeling that contemplating it was a betrayal — I asked Sarah to marry me.

She said yes. And in saying yes, she was not saying yes to a comfortable life with a distinguished missionary. She was saying yes to a man whose health had been permanently damaged by nineteen months of chains. A man who would keep translating and keep preaching and keep traveling to unreached cities until his body gave out. A man who carried four graves in his memory and would carry them always. Sarah knew all of this. She said yes anyway.

(Proverbs 18:22 KJV) "Whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the LORD." God's favor came to me twice in that form. First in Ann — the fierce, brilliant guardian angel who built the mission with her bare hands. Then in Sarah — the steady, faithful, gifted woman who walked into my second chapter with eyes open and love freely given.

Sarah: A Different Partnership, an Equal Grace

I want to be careful not to make Sarah simply a replacement for Ann, because she was not that and would not have wanted to be described that way. Ann and Sarah were different women with different gifts and different ways of being in the world, and my relationship with each of them was shaped by the different seasons of life they inhabited.

Ann had been the partner of the pioneering years — the years of first arrival, first language learning, first converts, first suffering. She had been there when everything was new and uncertain and the costs were not yet fully known. Her courage was the courage of a pioneer, stepping into darkness she could not see through because she trusted the God who had gone before her.

Sarah came into a mission that had been established, a church that had been planted, a translation that was well advanced. Her gifts were different from Ann's in some respects — she had a particular genius for the Karen work, for the education of women and girls, for the patient, sustained labor of building institutions that would outlast any individual's presence. She was also a gifted writer who helped maintain the connection between the Burma mission and the supporting churches in America, telling the story of what God was doing in ways that moved people to pray and give and send.

Together, Sarah and I had eight children. Six of them survived — a statistic that tells you something about the mortality rate of Burma in those years, and something about the particular kind of courage it takes to raise a family in a mission field. We also shared the care of the one surviving child from Sarah's marriage to George Boardman. In a country of four graves — in a life that had been defined for years by loss — there was suddenly, improbably, abundantly, new life. The house that had been empty was full.

(Job 42:12 KJV) "So the LORD blessed the latter end of Job more than his beginning." I thought of Job often in those years. Thought of him with a gratitude that I could not have felt before the losses, because you cannot fully appreciate restoration unless you have fully known desolation. The latter end was being blessed. Not in the same way as the beginning — Ann was not given back, Maria was not given back, the graves under the hopea tree were still there. But new blessings, genuine blessings, the blessings of a God who does not abandon His servants in their grief but walks with them through it and out the other side.

Sending Men Two by Two: The Method That Multiplied the Work

One of the most important strategic decisions of those harvest years was not one I made in a flash of inspiration. It was a practice I adopted early and maintained consistently: sending men out two by two into the villages and forests I could not personally reach.

I could not be everywhere. Burma is a vast country, and I was one man with limited mobility, limited health, and an enormous translation project that required my concentrated attention for long stretches at a time. The question was how to extend the reach of the mission beyond what I could personally do.

The answer was the same answer Jesus had given His disciples: go two by two. (Mark 6:7 KJV) "And he called unto him the twelve, and began to send them forth by two and two." I trained Burmese evangelists — men who had come to faith, been discipled, proven their character and their grasp of the gospel — and sent them out in pairs into the surrounding regions. They would go for weeks or months, return with reports of what they had found, receive further teaching and encouragement, and go out again.

This method proved extraordinarily effective for several reasons. First, Burmese evangelists could go places I could not — into village life, into family circles, into social situations that a foreign missionary was excluded from by culture and language barriers. Second, the two-by-two structure provided accountability and mutual support in situations where a lone evangelist might be vulnerable to discouragement or error. Third, it developed indigenous leadership at exactly the pace the mission needed — not importing Western models of church governance, but growing local leaders who understood their own people.

By the mid-1830s, there were dozens of Burmese and Karen men going out in this fashion, carrying the gospel into regions I had never visited and establishing small communities of believers that would eventually become churches. Some of those churches were in places whose names I never knew. The Day of Judgment will show what was planted in those nameless villages by those faithful Burmese evangelists whose names history has mostly not recorded. God has not forgotten their names.

The Schools: Planting Faith in the Next Generation

Alongside the preaching, the translation, and the evangelism, the mission was building schools. Sarah, Mrs. Wade, and the other missionary women were doing indispensable work in the education of Burmese and Karen girls — work that I supported wholeheartedly but that I could not personally lead. The education of women and girls is not peripheral to the mission of the church. It is central to it, because the formation of a Christian family depends on parents who can read the Bible, and in a culture where women's literacy was almost nonexistent, that meant building schools.

The schools also served the Burmese converts' children — the next generation, the children who were being born into Christian families because their parents had risked everything to follow Jesus. These children had grown up hearing the gospel from their earliest years. They had the advantage that I had never had — a childhood formation in the faith, a mother who prayed and a father who knew the Scriptures. The schools reinforced that formation and gave it a structure that could be built upon.

We also ran a small printing press to produce Burmese Christian literature — tracts, catechisms, portions of Scripture before the full translation was complete. The printing press was, in the nineteenth century, what digital media is today: the technology that allowed one message to reach thousands of people simultaneously. Every page that came off that press was a seed, and seeds go where the wind takes them. I could not follow each page to its destination. God could.

The Doctrine That Drove the Harvest

I want to say something about the theological convictions that drove this mission, because I think they mattered enormously and because I see, in the history of missions since my time, what happens when those convictions are softened or abandoned.

I believed, without qualification or apology, that every human being who dies outside of faith in Jesus Christ faces eternal separation from God. This was not a peripheral opinion of mine. It was the foundational conviction that made everything else make sense. If there is no hell — if all people eventually reach God regardless of whether they hear and respond to the gospel — then missions are a kind of cultural imperialism, an imposition of Western religious preferences on people who were perfectly fine without them. But if the gospel of Jesus Christ is the only way of salvation for every human being, then carrying it to those who have not heard is the most urgent and most loving thing any Christian can do.

I preached the doctrines of grace — the sovereignty of God in salvation, the election of those who would be saved, the effectual call of the Holy Spirit, the particular redemption accomplished by Jesus Christ at Calvary. I believed that the Burmese believers who were baptized by the dozens and then the hundreds were not responding to my persuasion or Ann's charm or Sarah's schools. They were responding to the sovereign, irresistible work of the Holy Spirit of God in their hearts. I was the instrument. He was the cause.

This conviction did not make me passive. If anything, it made me more urgent. Because if God had chosen a people for Himself from among the Burmese — if there were men and women in those villages and cities who were, in the language of Acts, 'ordained to eternal life' — then my job was to get the gospel to them so the Holy Spirit could do His work. Their election was the guarantee of the harvest. My faithfulness was the channel through which the guarantee would be fulfilled. (Acts 13:48 KJV) "And when the Gentiles heard this, they were glad, and glorified the word of the Lord: and as many as were ordained to eternal life believed." As many as were ordained — believed. Not might believe, not could believe if they tried hard enough. Believed. The sovereignty of God in salvation was not a reason for missionary passivity. It was the only solid foundation for missionary confidence.

A Letter That Shook America: The Call for Devoted-for-Life Missionaries

In January 1833, I wrote a letter to the mission secretary in America that caused a stir I did not entirely anticipate. Several short-term missionaries had been sent to Burma — men who came for a few years with a view, as I put it rather bluntly, of 'acquiring a stock of credit on which they may vegetate the rest of their days in the congenial climate of their native land.'

I was not kind about this practice. I was not trying to be unkind — I was trying to be honest. Short-term missionaries in Burma were, I argued, essentially useless to the actual work of the mission. They arrived without the language. They left before they could acquire it. They produced no translation work, established no ongoing relationships, built no churches. They consumed resources — time, money, housing, the attention of experienced missionaries who had to orient them and care for them — that could have been used for the actual work.

'They are all good for nothing,' I wrote, which was perhaps more direct than was diplomatically wise. 'The motto of every missionary — whether preacher, printer, or schoolmaster — ought to be Devoted for Life.'

Devoted for life. That was the standard I had set when I left Salem in 1812, and it was the standard I believed the work required. A missionary who arrives in a foreign country with a return ticket in his pocket is not truly surrendered to the work. He is visiting. And visitors, however well-intentioned, cannot plant churches that will last.

I added a story about a fellow missionary named Kincaid, who had been asked by a Burmese government official how long he intended to stay. His answer became one of my favorite quotations of any man I have ever known: 'Until all Burma worships the eternal God.' That is the spirit of devoted-for-life. Not a contract. Not a term of service. A commitment as long as the task requires, which is to say, a lifetime.

(Luke 9:62 KJV) "And Jesus said unto him, No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God." I had put my hand to the plough in February 1812. I had no intention of looking back. Burma would worship the eternal God. I was devoted for life to that end.

The Harvest in Numbers: Looking Back From 1836

By 1836, the full accounting of what God had done through the Burma mission in the years since the first Burmese convert was baptized in 1819 was staggering by any comparison with what had gone before.

The church at Moulmein was strong and self-sustaining. The Karen churches were multiplying faster than we could count them. Rangoon had a growing congregation under faithful Burmese leadership. Stations had been established at Tavoy, at Amherst, and at outposts throughout Lower Burma. Indigenous pastors — men like Tha-e, men trained in the mission's schools, men sent out two by two — were leading congregations I had never personally visited.

In that single year of 1836, one thousand one hundred and forty-four baptisms. Across the life of the mission to that point, the total number of baptized believers numbered in the thousands. By the time of my death in 1850, that number would reach approximately seven thousand — seven thousand men and women who had publicly confessed faith in Jesus Christ in a country that had, when I arrived, not a single known Burmese believer.

Seven thousand. And the river was still rising. The churches those seven thousand belonged to would continue to grow after my death. The Bible I translated would continue to be read. The Karen church would multiply through the nineteenth century and into the twentieth and beyond, eventually surviving a persecution that makes everything I endured look mild, and emerging from it with a faith that is among the most tested and most vital on the face of the earth.

Today — and I say this with tears of gratitude that I cannot adequately express — there are more than two million Christians in Myanmar. Every one of them, in some line of spiritual descent, traces their heritage to the men and women who risked their lives to follow Jesus in those first years of the Burma mission. To Ann, who died under a hopea tree. To Moung Nau, who was the first. To Tha-e, who never stopped preaching. To the unnamed Karen evangelists who carried the news from village to village in the hills. To Ko Dwah, who built a seat in a jungle hut for a grief-stricken missionary who had lost his mind a little. To all of them — the river keeps rising.

(Habakkuk 2:14 KJV) "For the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea." Cover the sea. Not a trickle. Not a stream. As the waters cover the sea — completely, totally, without remainder. That is the promise. Burma is part of its fulfillment. And the fulfillment is not yet finished.

The Translation Completed: October 1840

On October 24, 1840 — exactly fourteen years to the day after Ann died — the last sheet of the revised Burmese Bible came off the press.

I do not know whether God intended that date or whether it is the kind of coincidence that only God can arrange. But I noticed it. How could I not notice it? On the day that Ann had died, the harvest had seemed impossibly far away, the darkness had been total, and the translation had been just a manuscript in a pillow waiting to be printed. On that same date fourteen years later, the complete Word of God existed in the Burmese language, printed and bound and ready to be placed in the hands of every Burmese believer who wanted to read it.

Ann had believed in this translation. She had hidden it in a pillow to save it from destruction. She had given her life in the country for which it was made. And on October 24, 1840, the translation was complete.

I held the finished Bible in my hands and thought of her. I thought of Roger under his marker in Rangoon. I thought of Maria beside her mother in Amherst. I thought of the death prison and the forced march and the jungle hut and the grave I had dug by its door. And then I thought of the God who had been present in every one of those places — not as a feeling, not as a comfort, but as a fact, unshakeable and permanent — and I thanked Him.

Not with eloquence. Just with a full heart and the only words that were adequate: Thank You. Thank You. Thank You.

(Psalm 30:5 KJV) "For his anger endureth but a moment; in his favour is life: weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning." The night had been very long. The morning had come. Joy had come. Not the joy of easy circumstances — Burma was never easy. But the joy of a completed work, a kept promise, a God who had never once abandoned the thing He had begun.

* * *

Chapter Six will take us into the final season — the declining years, the voyage to America, the unexpected meeting with a young writer named Emily Chubbuck, and the last great chapter of love and labor before the end. It will also take us into the depths of what I believed — the doctrine that sustained everything, the theology that sent me to Burma and kept me there and will keep men and women like me going to the ends of the earth until Jesus returns.

The river is still rising. The story is not over. The mission of God in the world did not end with my death any more than it ended with Ann's. Every generation receives the story from the one before it and carries it forward. You have received it now. What you do with it is between you and the God who sent His Son to die for every people and every tongue and every nation — including the people and tongue and nation that He has already placed in your path.

(Matthew 9:37-38 KJV) "Then saith he unto his disciples, The harvest truly is plenteous, but the labourers are few; Pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, that he will send forth labourers into his harvest." The harvest is still plenteous. The labourers are still few. The prayer is still needed. Will you pray it?
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CHAPTER six

The Doctrine That Held Everything: Faith, the Body Breaking Down, and the Journey Home

A man's theology is not truly tested until his circumstances give it something real to carry. Any theology will do when the sun is shining and the work is bearing fruit and the people you love are alive and well. But when the body begins to fail, when the losses accumulate past what seems survivable, when the work is not finished and the years are running out — that is when you discover whether what you believe is simply a set of ideas you have arranged to your satisfaction, or whether it is a foundation that will hold the full weight of a human life pressed down upon it.

From 1839 onward, my body began to make its limitations known in ways I could no longer ignore. The nineteen months of chains had done damage that never fully healed. The tropical diseases that had swept through Burma had taken their toll on a constitution that had been strong in youth but had been tested almost beyond recovery. Consumption — what we now know as tuberculosis — had claimed so many of my colleagues, and the same shadow that had fallen on them was beginning to fall on me.

I want to tell you about these final chapters not as a story of decline — though there was decline — but as a story of what a man discovers about his God when everything external is being stripped away. The harvest years had shown me what Jesus could do through a faithful servant. These years would show me what Jesus was to a faithful servant when the serving was nearly done. And what I found was this: He was enough. He was more than enough. He was everything.

(2 Corinthians 4:16-17 KJV) "For which cause we faint not; but though our outward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all." The outward man perishing and the inward man renewed — I knew that sequence in theory. I was about to know it in practice.

The Body Begins to Speak: 1839 and the Declining Years

The doctors of that era had only one real prescription for consumption: sea air. Fresh, clean ocean air, they believed, could halt the progress of the disease in ways that nothing else available could. And so from 1839 onward, a pattern developed in my life that was both humbling and frustrating in equal measure — a pattern of sea voyages undertaken not for mission but for survival, brief recoveries, returns to work, further deterioration, and further voyages.

I sailed for Calcutta in 1839. At that time Calcutta was regarded as one of the finest cities in the British Empire — a city of genuine grandeur and considerable Christian witness, home to the Serampore mission that William Carey had built. I visited Serampore with feelings that I find difficult to describe. Carey had died in 1834, five years before my visit. But his work remained — the translation of the Scriptures into dozens of Indian languages, the schools, the printing press, the churches. Standing in Serampore was standing in the long shadow of a man who had done what I had tried to do: spent everything for the gospel in a land that was not his own, and left behind a legacy that would outlast every difficulty of his lifetime.

I thought of Carey often in those declining years. We had never met in person — by the time I arrived in India he was already at Serampore, and our paths did not cross directly. But we had corresponded. He had read my sermon on baptism and published it. He had welcomed me and Ann into the fellowship of Baptist missionaries when everyone else had turned us away. In the economy of the Kingdom, he was one of my fathers in the faith, and I felt that kinship standing in the place he had built.

The voyage helped, temporarily. I returned to Burma with enough restored health to work. And work I did — the translation revision was still demanding attention, the dictionary was advancing, the churches needed correspondence and care and the occasional visit from the old man who had planted them. I was not ready to stop. Not remotely ready. (Ecclesiastes 9:10 KJV) "Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest." I intended to work until I could not work any longer. That was my plan. My plan and God's plan would eventually converge at a point I could not yet see.

Sarah's Illness: The Pattern Repeats

In 1841, Sarah became desperately ill. The same Burma that had taken Ann, the same tropical fevers and the same relentless climate, was now pressing its claims against the second woman who had given herself to this mission. Sarah sailed for Calcutta seeking the relief that the sea voyage had given me. The results were mixed — she improved enough to be persuaded, upon arrival at Mauritius on the return journey, that she was sufficiently recovered to send me back to Burma while she continued to convalesce.

I prepared to return. But it was not to be. Sarah relapsed badly. Her improvement had been temporary, the kind of false dawn that consumption specializes in — a brief lifting of the clouds that makes everyone believe the crisis has passed, followed by a return of the darkness that is worse than before. When I reached Mauritius, I found her failing rapidly. We continued together toward the island of St. Helena — that remote volcanic outcrop in the South Atlantic, famous then as the place of Napoleon's final exile — and it was there, on St. Helena, that Sarah died.

I buried her there. A third wife — a third grave. Not in Burma this time, not under a hopea tree in Amherst, but on a remote island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, far from everything she had given her life to reach. The graves of the people I loved were scattered across the face of the earth. That, too, is a kind of testimony: that the gospel is worth dying for anywhere, not just in the easy places, not just in the places where the story makes dramatic sense. Sarah died on St. Helena and was buried there, and her grave on that remote island says as plainly as any grave can say: this woman gave everything.

I continued on to America with three of our children. Three younger ones were left in the care of the missionaries at Moulmein — an arrangement that broke my heart but reflected the simple, brutal mathematics of a situation in which I could not care for all six surviving children by myself while also trying to recover my own health. The mission family, imperfect and overstretched as it always was, stepped in to do what I could not.

(Psalm 68:5 KJV) "A father of the fatherless, and a judge of the widows, is God in his holy habitation." God does not abandon children whose parents have given themselves to His service. He did not abandon my children. He does not abandon any child left in His care by parents who loved and served Him. That is not a sentiment. It is a promise.

America: A World That Had Moved On Without Me

I arrived in America in 1845. I had left in 1812. Thirty-three years. A man goes away for thirty-three years and returns to find that everything familiar has shifted. The country was larger, louder, faster, and considerably more prosperous than the one I had left as a young missionary with nothing but a calling and a new wife and a determination to reach the nations.

I was not ready for what America had done with my name. I had been gone for thirty-three years, living in obscurity by the world's standards — chained in a Burmese prison, sitting in a jungle hut beside a self-dug grave, bent over a translation manuscript in the predawn hours before the heat made concentration impossible. I had not thought of myself as a public figure. I had thought of myself as a servant doing a job.

But America had heard stories. Ann's journals and letters had been published and widely read. Reports of the imprisonment had circulated through Baptist churches across the country. The remarkable growth of the Burmese and Karen churches had become a staple of missionary prayer meetings from Boston to Georgia. By the time I arrived, I was — to my complete bewilderment and considerable distress — famous.

I shrank from it absolutely. Fame was not something I had ever wanted, and the discovery that I had acquired it during my absence felt less like a compliment and more like a misunderstanding. The man they were celebrating was a figure in stories — heroic, stalwart, larger than life. The man who had actually lived those stories was simply a flawed, tired, grief-worn missionary who had tried to be faithful and had needed the grace of God at every step to prevent his own limitations from destroying everything he attempted.

My throat was so inflamed upon arrival that I could not preach. I had to be assisted by a speaker who would convey my message like an interpreter — the man famous for his command of Burmese unable to speak English without pain. There is a particular kind of humility in that situation that I did not choose but that was, I think, exactly appropriate. God was not going to let me arrive in America and become a celebrity. He was going to make sure that whatever I communicated, it was not the greatness of Adoniram Judson.

I attended the meetings organized for me. I let others speak on my behalf when I could not speak myself. I answered questions about Burma when my voice permitted. And through all of it, I felt the persistent, quiet pull of the work waiting for me on the other side of the world. America was not my home anymore. Burma was my home. I wanted to go back.

Emily Chubbuck: The Third Great Surprise

But God, who is endlessly creative in the ways He meets the needs of His servants, had one more surprise for me in America. Her name was Emily Chubbuck.

Emily was a writer — not a missionary, not someone who had grown up dreaming of foreign fields and the kind of life Ann and Sarah had lived. She was a well-known secular author, successful by the standards of American literary culture in the 1840s, with a gift for storytelling that had earned her a real readership and a measure of literary reputation. She was also, beneath the literary success and the social ease, a serious and committed Christian whose faith was not decorative.

We were introduced through mutual acquaintances. She had been asked to write a memoir of Ann Judson — a project that brought her into contact with the Judson story and, through the story, into contact with me. What happened between us surprised everyone who knew us both, and perhaps surprised us most of all.

I fell in love with her. Not slowly, not reluctantly, not with the careful caution of a man who had been twice widowed and knew exactly what love could cost. With something closer to wonder. Here was a woman whose mind I admired immediately, whose faith impressed me deeply, and whose presence — vivid, warm, and entirely her own — made me aware that I was not, in fact, as finished with the living of life as I had sometimes believed.

The engagement caused something of a stir in Baptist circles. Emily Chubbuck was known as a writer of popular fiction — not the usual profile for a missionary wife. Some people questioned the match. Some questioned whether she was prepared for what she was stepping into. The woman who was soon to become Emily Judson addressed those questions in her own way, which was with a clear-eyed directness that reminded me, more than once, of Ann.

We married in 1846. She was twenty-eight years old. I was fifty-seven. I had two years left in Burma. She did not know that. Neither did I.

(Proverbs 19:14 KJV) "House and riches are the inheritance of fathers: and a prudent wife is from the LORD." Three times the Lord had given me a prudent wife. Three times He had known what I needed before I knew it myself. Three times His provision had exceeded my expectation. I do not take that for granted. I did not take it for granted then.

Emily: A Different Kind of Partnership

Emily and I returned to Burma together in 1846, settling in Rangoon rather than Moulmein because the work force at Moulmein was adequate and Rangoon still needed strengthening. Emily proved an excellent partner — not in the same ways Ann and Sarah had been, but in ways that were entirely her own and entirely suited to the particular needs of that final season.

Her writing gift was immediately put to use. Emily documented the Burma mission with a vividness and literary quality that none of us had managed before. She wrote letters home that were read by thousands, accounts of the Burmese church that stirred prayer and giving, descriptions of the people and the land that made distant Christians feel connected to a mission they would never personally visit. She was also working on the memoir of Ann that had brought us together — a project she continued and completed after my death, giving Ann's story the careful, literary treatment it deserved.

She also faced the hardships of Burma with a courage that her literary reputation had not particularly prepared her for. Rangoon in the late 1840s was not a comfortable posting. The vice-governor of the region was, in my description to the mission board, 'the most ferocious, bloodthirsty monster I have ever known in Burma.' His house and courtyard, I wrote, 'resound day and night with the screams of people under torture. Even foreigners are not beyond his grasp.' Emily lived with that reality. She kept working. She kept writing. She kept loving the Burmese people with the same committed, open-hearted affection she had brought to everything else.

They had a child together — a son, born in Burma during those final years. The child's birth was complicated, and the health of both mother and child was a source of serious concern. Emily, like Ann before her and Sarah before her, was pouring her physical resources into a country that took everything and gave nothing back in worldly terms. The same Burma that had claimed Ann and Sarah was pressing its claims on Emily. She would outlive me — but not by many years. Emily Judson died of tuberculosis in 1854, four years after my death. She was thirty-six years old.

Three wives. Three remarkable women. Three women who gave everything. The graves of the Burma mission are spread across the face of the earth — Amherst, St. Helena, Hamilton, New York. Each one a testimony. Each one a corn of wheat that fell into the ground.

The Doctrine of the Gospel: What I Believed and Why It Mattered

I want to use this chapter to speak plainly about what I believed — the theology that drove everything, the doctrine that sustained me through the prison and the grief and the declining years and that I expect to sustain me through whatever lies ahead. I do this not because I think doctrine is the point of a biography, but because I think a biography that separates a man's life from his beliefs is not telling the whole truth. Everything I did was rooted in what I believed. You cannot understand the one without the other.

The center of everything was the gospel. Not a social program. Not cultural uplift. Not even education, though education was a tool I valued. The gospel: the announcement that God, who created human beings in His image for fellowship with Himself, had watched those human beings rebel against Him, turn away from Him, choose their own way over His, and in doing so had brought upon themselves a judgment they could not escape and a separation from God they could not bridge. The announcement that God, in His extraordinary mercy and love, had sent His own Son — Jesus Christ, fully God and fully man — into the world to live the life human beings should have lived and to die the death human beings deserved to die. The announcement that through faith in Jesus Christ — not through moral effort, not through religious observance, not through cultural compliance, but through faith, freely given and freely received — any human being could be forgiven, reconciled to God, and given the gift of eternal life.

(John 3:16 KJV) "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life." That verse is not a Sunday school memory verse to me. It is the reason I went to Burma. It is the reason Ann died under a hopea tree. It is the reason Maria and Roger are in graves in Rangoon and Amherst. It is the reason I wore chains for nineteen months and sat by a grave in a tiger jungle and gave away everything I had earned. Whosoever believeth. The Burmese are included in whosoever. The Karen are included in whosoever. Every people, every tongue, every nation — included. The gospel is not for some. It is for all.

The Sovereignty of God: The Foundation That Did Not Move

The doctrine that sustained me through everything — through the years of no fruit, through the prison, through the graves, through the declining years — was the sovereignty of God. Not merely the sovereignty of God in a vague, general sense, but the specific, particular, Reformed conviction that God is absolutely sovereign in salvation: that He chose His people before the foundation of the world, that He calls them effectually by His Spirit, that He keeps them through every trial, and that His purposes cannot be frustrated by any power in heaven or earth.

Some people, when they hear this doctrine stated plainly, object that it removes the urgency from missions. Why preach if God has already decided who will be saved? I faced this objection in Burma and I will answer it the way I answered it there.

The sovereignty of God is not the enemy of missionary urgency. It is the only solid foundation for missionary confidence. If salvation depended on the persuasiveness of my preaching, I would have stopped after year three in Burma with no converts and no prospects. If the success of the mission rested on my ability to overcome the resistance of the human will, I would have surrendered at the first encounter with a Buddhist priest who out-argued me with centuries of tradition on his side.

But if God has chosen a people for Himself from among the Burmese — and I believed He had, I believe it still — then my job was simply to get the gospel to them. Not to save them. Salvation is God's work. My job was to be faithful, to be present, to preach accurately and live honestly and trust the Holy Spirit to do what the Holy Spirit alone can do: open blind eyes, soften hard hearts, draw unwilling sinners to a Savior they did not know they needed. (John 6:44 KJV) "No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him." No man can come — except the Father draw him. That is both a limitation and a promise. The limitation: human beings cannot save themselves by their own choice and effort. The promise: when the Father draws, they come. When the Father draws, they always come.

The sovereignty of God was not abstract theology in Burma. It was the thing that got me out of bed on the mornings when everything in me wanted to stay down. Because if God was sovereign, then the six years of silence were not wasted — they were preparation. The imprisonment was not a mistake — it was a school. The graves were not defeat — they were seeds. Everything was under His control, moving according to His purposes, tending toward the outcome He had determined before the world was made. My job was not to understand it all. My job was to trust it and to work.

Believer's Baptism and the Shape of the Church

The change in my views on baptism during the 1812 voyage — a change that cost us everything in terms of institutional support and forced us to start over with nothing — proved to be one of the most practically important theological decisions of my missionary life. And I want to explain why, because I think it goes beyond the question of mode and recipient and touches something essential about the nature of the church itself.

When I was a Congregationalist, infant baptism meant that the church's membership was theoretically coextensive with the community — everyone born into a Christian family was baptized, and the visible church and the surrounding society were largely the same thing. That model works tolerably well in a nominally Christian society. It is a catastrophe in Burma.

In Burma, baptizing infants would have meant creating a class of people who were technically members of the church by birth but who had never personally, consciously, at personal cost decided to follow Jesus Christ. In a country where following Jesus could cost you your life, that was not merely theologically imprecise — it was dangerous. It would have created a church full of people who had not counted the cost, who had not made the deliberate, eyes-open decision to follow Jesus in full knowledge of what that meant in the Burmese context.

Believer's baptism, by contrast, ensured that every person who entered the Burmese church entered it through the door of personal, conscious, costly faith. Every baptism in Burma was a declaration — not a routine religious ceremony administered to an infant who could not consent, but a public, irreversible statement by an adult who understood exactly what they were doing and what it might cost them. That gave the Burmese church a quality of conviction and commitment that infant baptism simply could not have produced.

I was also careful — sometimes controversially so — about who I admitted to baptism. I kept back those who were not ready. I maintained church discipline when members fell into sin, restoring them when they showed genuine repentance. The records of the Burma mission show that, across the years of my ministry, we rarely failed to receive into membership true converts and rarely admitted those who were not genuinely believing. That standard of care is what gave the Burmese church its character — not large and nominal, but smaller and genuine. (Matthew 7:14 KJV) "Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it." The narrow way produces genuine disciples. Genuine disciples build genuine churches. Genuine churches survive persecution. The Burmese church survived everything that came at it. The narrow gate had something to do with that.

Preaching: The Primary Means

My method of mission was straightforward and I make no apology for its simplicity: preach the gospel, gather the converts, plant the church, train the leaders, send them out. Repeat. That is it. That is the whole strategy.

I did not look to wonders and signs to validate the message. I did not build elaborate social institutions as the primary means of attracting converts — though schools and medical work had their place as expressions of genuine love for the people we served. The primary means, the irreducible core, was the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ in words that the hearers could understand, followed by the call to repentance and faith.

A missionary who knew me well wrote that he feared no one at home would be able to do justice to my pulpit eloquence. Another visitor described the effect of my preaching on a Burmese audience: they were totally absorbed, gripped from first to last, unable to look away. I do not know if that description is accurate — I was not watching myself from the outside. What I know is that when I stood to preach in Burma, I was not performing. I was declaring. Declaring the truth about God, about human sinfulness, about the cross of Jesus Christ, about the resurrection, about the judgment to come. And when those things are declared with conviction by a man who actually believes them, the Holy Spirit uses the declaring. Not always. Not in the ways or at the times we predict. But He uses it.

(Romans 10:14-15 KJV) "How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? and how shall they hear without a preacher? And how shall they preach, except they be sent?" The chain is unbreakable. Sending produces preaching. Preaching produces hearing. Hearing produces believing. Believing produces calling. And calling — the call on the name of Jesus Christ for salvation — produces a Christian. That chain ran from the prayer meetings of Andover Seminary to the zayats of Rangoon to the Karen villages in the hills to the two million believers in Myanmar today. One unbroken chain.

The Post-Millennial Hope: Confident About the Future

I believed that the gospel would ultimately triumph — not eventually in some vague, distant eschatological future, but in actual human history, through the actual mission of the actual church, until every nation on earth had been discipled and the kingdoms of this world had become the Kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ.

When I was asked in Boston in 1846 whether the prospects were bright for the conversion of the nations, my answer was immediate and unhedged: 'As bright as the promises of God.'

That answer came from a man who had spent thirty-four years watching the promises of God be fulfilled in Burma. Not quickly. Not cheaply. Not without cost that makes the mind reel when you total it. But fulfilled. The seed that went into the ground produced a harvest. The Word that went out did not return void. The river that started at ankle depth rose to swimming depth. The promises were kept.

I looked at Burma and I saw what God had done in one generation, in one country, starting from zero — from a city with no known Christians to a movement with thousands of believers and dozens of churches — and I extrapolated. If God did this in Burma in my lifetime, what would He do in all the nations over all the generations? Speaking in America in 1846, I said: 'The world is yet in its infancy; the gracious designs of God are yet hardly developed. Glorious things are spoken of Zion, the city of our God. She is yet to triumph, and become the joy and glory of the whole earth.'

The world in its infancy. The designs of God hardly developed. Glorious things yet to come. That is not the voice of a man who had seen the worst and concluded that the worst was winning. That is the voice of a man who had seen the worst and concluded that the worst was not strong enough to stop the purposes of God. (Isaiah 46:10 KJV) "Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times the things that are not yet done, saying, My counsel shall stand, and I will do all my pleasure." His counsel stands. His pleasure will be done. Burma is the evidence. The whole history of the church is the evidence. The promises are as bright as the God who made them.

The Confession of Faith: Doctrine for the Burmese Church

In 1829, I wrote a Confession of Faith for the Burmese church. It was designed not as an academic exercise but as a practical tool — a statement of what the Burmese believers actually believed, in language they could understand and own, that could serve as a foundation for church life and as a test for those seeking baptism.

The Confession stated the doctrines of grace explicitly. It declared, in terms the Burmese church would carry forward, that 'God sends the Holy Spirit to enable those to become disciples who were chosen before the world was.' Election. Effectual calling. The priority of divine grace in salvation. These were not peripheral points that I added out of theological preference. They were the center of everything, the explanation of why the Burmese church existed at all — not because Adoniram Judson was persuasive, but because God had chosen a people for Himself and sent His Spirit to bring them in.

I also wrote rules for my own personal conduct during the ministry years — eight governing principles that I tried to live by from 1819 to 1826, and five additional habits that I added to them. Let me share them here, not as a model of perfection — I failed at them more than I succeeded — but as an honest picture of what I was attempting:

The eight: to be diligent in secret prayer every morning and evening; to never spend a moment in mere idleness; to restrain natural appetites within the bounds of temperance and purity; to suppress every emotion of anger and ill will; to undertake nothing from motives of ambition or love of fame; to never do that which at the moment appeared displeasing to God; to seek opportunities of making some sacrifice for the good of others; and to endeavor to rejoice in every loss and suffering incurred for Christ's sake and the gospel's.

The five additional habits: to rise with the sun; to read a certain portion of Burmese every day; to have the Scriptures and some devotional book in constant reading; to read no book in English that did not have a devotional tendency; and to suppress every unclean thought and look.

These rules reflect a man who understood that the inner life produces the outer life — that the quality of a missionary's public work is inseparable from the quality of his private walk with God. You cannot pour out what you have not received. You cannot sustain in others a faith you are not cultivating in yourself. The translation, the preaching, the baptizing, the church-planting — all of it flows from the secret place, from the morning prayers, from the Scripture reading in the predawn hours before anyone else was awake. (Matthew 6:6 KJV) "But thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee openly." The open reward comes from the secret place. That is not a formula. It is a principle, and it held in Burma as it has held everywhere and always.

The Means of Grace: How the Church is Built

I believed in the ordinary means of grace — not in spectacular signs and wonders, not in dreams and visions as the primary tools of mission, but in the steady, patient, Spirit-empowered use of the Word preached, the sacraments administered, and the fellowship of believers maintained. These are the tools God has appointed for building His church, and I used them with everything I had.

Prayer was first among the means. Not perfunctory prayer, not the kind of prayer that is really just talking to yourself in a religious voice, but the real thing — extended, earnest, specific intercession before a God who hears and who responds. The prayer meeting at Moulmein was not an optional addition to the mission program. It was the engine room. Everything else was powered by what happened when the missionaries and the Burmese believers got on their knees together and asked God to do what none of them could do themselves.

The Lord's Supper was administered with care and reverence. The table was not open to all comers — it was for those who had been baptized as believers, who were walking in fellowship with Christ and with the church, and who came with a genuine understanding of what they were doing. I maintained that standard even when it meant keeping people back who wanted to participate but were not yet ready. (1 Corinthians 11:28 KJV) "But let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup." Self-examination is not a ceremony. It is a discipline. A church that practices it honestly produces members who know what they believe and why. A church that abandons it produces members who have religious habits without genuine faith. Burma needed the former.

Church discipline was exercised consistently. When members fell into serious sin, they were excluded from the fellowship — not permanently, not as punishment, but as a call to repentance and a protection of the community's integrity. When they repented, they were received back with genuine joy. The goal was never to mark people as failures. The goal was always restoration — the prodigal brought back to the father, the wandering sheep returned to the fold. But restoration requires that there be a standard to be restored to, and maintaining that standard was part of what the church's leadership was responsible for.

The Dictionary: The Final Gift

In the years following the completion of the Bible translation, I threw myself into the dictionary project with the same concentrated energy I had given to everything else. A Burmese-English dictionary — comprehensive, accurate, organized with scholarly precision — was the last great gift I could give to the Burmese church and to the missionaries who would follow me.

The work was painstaking. A dictionary is not a creative work in the way that a translation is — it does not have the same moments of linguistic breakthrough or the same satisfaction of rendering a profound theological concept into a new language with accuracy and beauty. A dictionary is patient, methodical work: cataloguing, defining, organizing, revising, adding, cross-referencing. Day by day, column by column, the edifice goes up. You cannot see the whole of it while you are building any particular part of it. You simply have to trust that the parts will add up to something useful.

The dictionary was advanced far enough by the time of my death to be taken up and completed by those who came after me. It was published in 1852, two years after I died. Like the Bible translation before it, the dictionary was a tool designed to multiply impact across time — to equip people I would never meet to do work I would never see. That is the nature of all good missionary work. You plant for a harvest you may not live to reap. You build foundations that others will build upon. You give tools to the next generation and trust the God of the next generation to use them well.

(1 Corinthians 3:10 KJV) "According to the grace of God which is given unto me, as a wise masterbuilder, I have laid the foundation, and another buildeth thereon. But let every man take heed how he buildeth thereupon." I laid foundations. I built tools. I trained leaders. The building that went on top of those foundations, the work done with those tools, the ministry of those leaders — that was not mine to control. It was mine to begin faithfully and trust to God to continue faithfully. He has continued faithfully. The evidence is two million believers in Myanmar.

Preparing to Return: The Pull of Burma

As 1845 stretched into 1846 and my time in America continued longer than I had intended, the pull of Burma grew stronger by the week. I had not come to America to stay. I had come to accompany Sarah in her illness, to recover some of my own health, to fulfill the unavoidable obligation of being present with my children who had come with me. But Burma was home. Burma was the work. Burma was where the river was still rising and the translation needed revising and the dictionary needed building and the churches needed — not me, specifically, but the kind of experienced, committed, devoted-for-life presence that I was still, God willing, capable of providing.

The return was complicated by Emily's pregnancy, by the ongoing fragility of my own health, by the practical difficulties of transporting a family back across the world to a mission field that had not become less demanding simply because I had been away for a year. But complicated things can still be the right things. Difficult obedience is still obedience.

I was fifty-seven years old. I was not well. I had three graves already behind me. I had a young wife and a new baby and children scattered between America and Burma. And I was going back, because Jesus had sent me to Burma and Burma was where Jesus had sent me and I did not know how to be anywhere else.

(Romans 1:14-15 KJV) "I am debtor both to the Greeks, and to the Barbarians; both to the wise, and to the unwise. So, as much as in me is, I am ready to preach the gospel to you that are at Rome also." Debtor. That is the word. I was a debtor to Burma. Indebted by calling, by love, by the memories of everyone who had given their lives to plant the gospel there, by the faces of the Burmese believers who had counted the cost and paid it and were still standing. You cannot walk away from a debt like that simply because the creditor is far away and the currency being demanded is the last of your years.

I went back. We all go back to the thing God has called us to, if we are His. The pull is too strong. The love is too deep. The promise is too real. He who began the good work in Burma would complete it. He who called the foolish things of the world to confound the wise — a young man from Malden, Massachusetts, with too much intelligence and not enough sense — would use even the broken, diminished, grief-scarred version of that young man to serve His purposes until the very last day.

* * *

Chapter Seven will bring us to the final years in Burma — the return to Rangoon under a brutal vice-governor, the last fierce push on the dictionary, the body's final resistance, and the journey that ended not on land but at sea, buried in the ocean that had carried me to Burma in the first place. It will also bring us face to face with the question that the whole of this story has been building toward: what does a life like this mean? What does it say to us — ordinary people in ordinary circumstances — about the God we serve and the call He places on every life that truly belongs to Him?

The answer is simpler and more demanding than we might wish. It does not require a prison or a grave or a jungle hut or a death march. It requires only this: the surrender of a life, fully given, held back in nothing, devoted to the God who gave His Son for us and who asks us — gently, persistently, with all the authority of the cross behind the asking — to give ourselves in return.

(Luke 9:23 KJV) "And he said to them all, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me." Daily. Not once, in a dramatic moment of crisis. Daily. The ordinary obedience of ordinary days, accumulated over a lifetime, becoming something extraordinary in the hands of an extraordinary God. That is the whole of the Christian life. That is the whole of the missionary calling. That is everything.
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CHAPTER seven

The Final Return: Rangoon, the Last Fire, Death at Sea, and a Legacy That Would Not Stop Growing

There is something I want to tell you before I tell you how this story ends. Something I want you to hold in your mind as you read these final pages.

When Adoniram Judson died on April 12, 1850, he was buried at sea. Not in Burma. Not in a churchyard in Massachusetts beside the family graves he had left behind in 1812. Not under a hopea tree beside Ann. At sea. His body was lowered into the Indian Ocean with nothing to mark the spot, no stone, no cross, no name cut into anything permanent. The man who had spent thirty-seven years planting the gospel in a foreign country vanished into the water without a monument.

But here is what I want you to hold: on the title page of every Burmese Bible printed after 1840, in clean, careful letters, was a single English sentence. When a visitor to Myanmar in 1993 picked up a copy of that Bible and pointed to the sentence, a Burmese Christian named Matthew Hla Win — then the head of the Evangelical Fellowship — read it and his eyes filled with tears. The sentence said: 'Translated by the Reverend A. Judson.'

Matthew Hla Win said, with great emotion: 'Whenever someone mentions the name Judson, great tears come to our eyes because we know what he and his family suffered for us. Today there are over two million Christians in Myanmar, and every one of us traces our spiritual heritage to one man — the Reverend Adoniram Judson.'

No monument. No grave. No stone with a name. Just the Word of God in the Burmese language, and two million people who can read it.

That is the whole of the legacy. And it is enough. (Matthew 6:19-20 KJV) "Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal: But lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where no thieves break through nor steal." I laid up no earthly monuments. I have treasure in heaven that the ocean could not touch.

The Return to Rangoon: 1846

Emily and I arrived back in Burma in 1846. The decision had been made to settle in Rangoon rather than Moulmein because the work force at Moulmein was sufficient and Rangoon still needed strengthening. In some ways, returning to Rangoon felt like returning to the beginning — it was where Ann and I had first stepped onto Burmese soil in 1813, where the first zayat had been built, where the first converts had been baptized, where my earliest Burmese teachers had patiently corrected my pronunciation and watched with polite amusement as I struggled with the circular script.

Thirty-three years had passed since that landing. Rangoon was not the same city. Burma was not the same country. The church that had been a handful of trembling believers meeting in secret was now a movement with thousands of members and dozens of congregations spread across Lower Burma and into the Karen hills. The Bible that had been a manuscript hidden in a pillow was now a printed, bound, distributed text in the hands of believers from Rangoon to Tavoy to the most remote Karen village in the mountains.

And I was not the same man. I was fifty-seven years old, with a body that had been through things that bodies do not recover from, a spirit that had been tested in ways that left marks even when they left strength, and a heart that carried more names and more graves than any man should have to carry. But I was still here. Still called. Still, by the grace of Jesus Christ, capable of the work.

Emily threw herself into Rangoon with the same energy she had brought to everything else. She organized. She wrote. She taught. She documented. She loved the Burmese people with a generosity of spirit that was entirely her own — not Ann's fierce protectiveness, not Sarah's methodical patience, but Emily's particular warm, imaginative, writer's way of seeing and honoring the people around her. The Rangoon church responded to her. The mission responded to her. I responded to her, every single day, with a gratitude that I hope I expressed adequately and suspect I did not.

The Vice-Governor: Evil With a Title

Rangoon in 1846 was not a peaceful posting. The vice-governor of the region was a man whose cruelty was so extreme that I described him to the mission board in terms I rarely used about anyone: 'the most ferocious, bloodthirsty monster I have ever known in Burma.'

I had known some genuinely dangerous men in my time in Burma. I had dealt with prison guards who were murderers. I had watched the Pakan Woon — a general whose appetite for violence was so well known that his appointment had terrified every foreigner in Ava. I had navigated thirty-seven years of a country ruled by absolute monarchy, where the difference between life and death for a foreigner could depend on the mood of a single official on a single morning.

But this man was different in a way that was hard to articulate clearly. He was not merely cruel in the impersonal, bureaucratic way of an official who sees prisoners as administrative problems. He seemed to take pleasure in it. His house and courtyard, I wrote, 'resound day and night with the screams of people under torture.' And he made it clear that even foreigners — people who might have expected some protection from international convention — were not beyond his reach.

Emily and I lived with this reality. Not comfortably — you cannot be comfortable in the shadow of that kind of evil. But without paralysis. Because the gospel was not going to wait for a more convenient political climate, and the Burmese Christians who were living under this man's authority every day needed exactly what they had always needed: the presence of people who would not abandon them, who would keep preaching and teaching and baptizing and meeting, who would demonstrate by their continued presence that the fear of man is not the final word.

(Matthew 10:28 KJV) "And fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul: but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell." I had learned that verse in a prison. I lived it in Rangoon. The vice-governor could kill the body. He could not touch what God had done in the souls of the Burmese believers, and he could not prevent the continued proclamation of the gospel by people who feared God more than they feared him.

The Last Push on the Dictionary

Through the Rangoon years, even as my health continued its slow decline, I worked on the dictionary with an urgency that I think surprised even Emily. There was a particular quality to the work in those final years — not the urgency of ambition, not the drive of a man who needs to prove himself, but the focused intensity of a craftsman who can feel the end of his working hours approaching and wants to leave his bench in order.

A Burmese-English dictionary is not a romantic project. It does not have the moments of linguistic beauty that translation work has — those instants when the right Burmese word for a Greek theological concept reveals itself and you understand that the language is richer than you knew. Dictionary work is patient, column-by-column, entry-by-entry accumulation. But it was necessary. It was the final tool in the set, the last gift I could give to the Burmese church and to the missionaries who would follow me.

I thought often during those dictionary sessions of the men who would use this book after I was gone. Young men at Andover or some equivalent seminary, just where I had been in 1810, just catching fire with the missionary vision, just beginning to understand that their comfortable lives in New England were not the only possible lives they could live. They would read about Burma. They would pray about Burma. They would feel the pull that I had felt. And when they arrived in Rangoon, bewildered by the circular script and the tonal language and the vast cultural gap between Massachusetts and Myanmar — they would open this dictionary, and it would help them. It would be my hand extended across the years, offering what I had learned in the hope that they would not have to learn it all over again from the beginning.

That thought sustained the work on the hardest days. (Hebrews 11:4 KJV) "By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts: and by it he being dead yet speaketh." Being dead yet speaketh. The grammar and the dictionary and the Bible translation were the ways I intended to go on speaking after I could no longer stand in a zayat and preach. The tools would outlast the tool-maker. The voice would outlast the vocal cords. That is the particular immortality that God grants to those who build things in His name for His people.

The Body's Final Resistance: 1849

By 1849, the body was telling me in terms I could no longer negotiate with that the remaining time was short. The consumption that had threatened me at intervals throughout my years in Burma had become a constant companion — not a periodic crisis but a steady, relentless presence that made every breath a small labor and every day's work a deliberate act of will against physical limitation.

The doctors recommended the one remedy they knew: a sea voyage. The open ocean, away from the tropical heat and the damp and the accumulated toll of thirty-seven years of Burmese climate, might give the lungs a reprieve. It had helped before, on earlier voyages. Perhaps it would help again.

I was not optimistic. Not because I had lost faith — I had not — but because I had lived in this body long enough to know its limits, and the limits were now very close. The voyage was not a cure. It was the medical equivalent of an acknowledgment: we have nothing left to try, but let us try this anyway, because the sea is kinder than staying.

Emily and I made the decision together. She would remain in Burma with the children — our infant son and the others who needed her more immediately than a failing man on a ship needed anything. I would sail. We said goodbye in Rangoon in the spring of 1850, and I do not think either of us pretended that this was merely a temporary parting for the sake of rest. Emily understood what she was saying goodbye to. I understood what I was leaving.

What I felt in those final days in Rangoon — standing again in the city where it had all begun, looking at the churches that had grown from the zayat I had built, hearing the sound of Burmese believers singing in a language I had spent half my life learning to speak and translate — I cannot fully describe. Gratitude, certainly. Not the mild, pleasant gratitude of comfortable circumstances, but the deep, almost aching gratitude of a man who knows that what he has been given was undeserved and who has been watching the gift multiply for thirty-seven years.

And something else. Something harder to name but very present. A sense of completion. Not that the work was done — the work of the gospel is never done while people remain who have not heard. But that my part of it was done, or nearly done. That I had run the race that had been set before me, not perfectly, not without stumbling, but to the end of it. That the thing I had been sent to Burma to begin was now large enough and deep enough and indigenous enough to continue without me. That I could, if God was calling me home, go without feeling that I was abandoning something fragile.

(2 Timothy 4:7-8 KJV) "I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his appearing." I have finished my course. That is not a boast. It is a testimony. The course had been set before me before I was born, and I had run it, and it was nearly finished, and the Judge who had watched every step of it was righteous and faithful and would reward every step that had been taken for His sake.

April 12, 1850: Death at Sea

The ship sailed south from Rangoon into the Bay of Bengal and out toward the Indian Ocean. The sea air did what the doctors had hoped — it eased the breathing, cooled the fever, gave some temporary relief to lungs that had been laboring for years. There were days on that voyage when I felt almost well. Days when the water was calm and the air was clean and it was possible to sit on deck and watch the horizon and think clearly and pray without the background noise of physical distress.

But the improvement was temporary. The disease was not retreating. It was simply taking a breath of its own before the final advance. And on April 12, 1850, on the open water of the Indian Ocean, three days out from the Burmese coast, Adoniram Judson died.

I want to tell you, as best I can, what I believe those final moments were. I cannot tell you with certainty — I was the one dying, and no one who was present has left a detailed account of my last hours. But I can tell you what I believe about the passage from this life to the next, because what I believe about that passage is the foundation on which everything else in this story rests.

I believe that dying is not the catastrophe it appears to be from the outside. I believe that for a man who belongs to Jesus Christ, the moment of death is the moment when the thing that has been partially true for an entire Christian life becomes fully and finally and irrevocably true: that Jesus is present, that He is sufficient, that He is everything. The chains and the graves and the grief and the declining years and the ocean voyage — all of it was movement toward that moment. All of it was preparation. And in that moment, everything that had been endured in faith was vindicated in sight.

(Philippians 1:23 KJV) "For I am in a strait betwixt two, having a desire to depart, and to be with Christ; which is far better." Far better. Not marginally better. Not slightly improved. Far better. The best thing Paul could imagine — being with Christ — was what I was moving toward in those final hours on the Indian Ocean. The body that had carried me through thirty-seven years of Burma was failing. What the body had housed was going somewhere the body could not follow. And where it was going was far better than anything the body had ever known, even in the best years.

The crew of the ship buried me at sea. They committed my body to the Indian Ocean in the simple, ancient way of sailors — prayers spoken, the body lowered, the water closing over. No gravestone. No address for the pilgrimage. No monument. Just the sea, and the sky, and the certainty that the soul that had left that body was in the presence of Jesus Christ.

The News Reaches the World

The news of my death traveled slowly, as all news traveled in 1850. Letters carried across the ocean by ship, arriving in Boston and New York and London weeks after the event, read by people who had been praying for Burma for decades and who received this news with the particular grief that comes when someone who has been larger than life turns out, after all, to be mortal.

The response in America was extraordinary. Baptist churches that had supported the Burma mission for thirty years held services of remembrance. Newspapers published accounts of my life. The missionary societies that had grown and multiplied in the years since 1812 — shaped in part by the example of the Burma mission, inspired in part by the news of what God had done in Rangoon and Moulmein and Tavoy and the Karen hills — paused to honor a man who had, by any accounting, changed the shape of American Christianity's engagement with the world.

Emily, widowed now for the third time in the Judson story — first Ann, then Sarah, now me — continued the work of memoir and documentation that had been her particular gift to the mission. She completed the memoir of Ann Judson that had originally brought us together. She told the story of the Burma mission with the literary skill she had always possessed, now sharpened by everything she had seen and lived through. She died in 1854, four years after me, of the same tuberculosis that had claimed the others. She was thirty-six years old.

Three wives. All gone within a generation. Ann at thirty-seven, Sarah at forty-one, Emily at thirty-six. The Burma mission had claimed them all. And yet the mission itself had not been destroyed by their loss — it had been built on it. Their deaths were not endings. They were the price of foundations that proved strong enough to hold everything built upon them.

What the Burmese Church Became

I want to tell you what happened after I died, because the story does not end with my death. That is the whole point. That is what a life devoted to the Kingdom of God produces — a work that outlasts the worker, a river that keeps rising after the man who first described it is gone.

The Burmese and Karen churches that had been planted in my lifetime continued to grow through the second half of the nineteenth century. The Karen church in particular became one of the most remarkable Christian communities in Asia — a people who had embraced the gospel with extraordinary depth and maintained it through generations of political oppression and ethnic conflict that tested their faith in ways that made even my prison years look manageable.

The Bible I translated continued to be read. Not just in the nineteenth century — in the twentieth, in the twenty-first. The English sentence on the title page — 'Translated by the Reverend A. Judson' — was still there in 1993 when Matthew Hla Win held the book and wept. One hundred and fifty years after the translation was completed, it was still serving the church it had been made for. The Word of God, entrusted to the Burmese language through one man's lifetime of work, was still doing what God's Word always does: it was not returning void.

The Baptist Convention of Myanmar grew to become the largest Protestant denomination in the country — a movement of over one and a half million affiliated members by the late twentieth century, with hundreds of churches, schools, hospitals, and institutions serving the Burmese people. The Assemblies of God, the Presbyterians, the Methodists — all of the Protestant denominations in Myanmar trace their presence in that country, in one way or another, to the groundwork laid by the Burma mission of the early nineteenth century.

Today, as Matthew Hla Win said with tears in his eyes, there are over two million Christians in Myanmar. Two million. I baptized perhaps seven thousand in my lifetime. Those seven thousand planted, and their planting produced a harvest that multiplied and multiplied and multiplied until the number became two million. That is the mathematics of the Kingdom — not addition but multiplication, not linear growth but exponential, not the work of a single generation but the accumulated faithfulness of many generations building on the foundations of the first.

(1 Corinthians 3:6-9 KJV) "I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase. Now he that planteth and he that watereth are one: and every man shall receive his own reward according to his own labour. For we are labourers together with God: ye are God's husbandry, ye are God's building." Labourers together with God. That is what every faithful missionary is, what every faithful Christian is. Not the source of the harvest. The channel through which the Source works. The planter who goes to sleep not knowing what the seed will become, trusting the God of the harvest to bring it to fullness in His time.

Edward Judson's Words at the Memorial Church

Years after my death, my son Edward spoke at the dedication of the Judson Memorial Church in New York City. He said something that has been repeated ever since, something that I believe captures the essential meaning of not just my story but of all Christian faithfulness in the face of suffering:

'Suffering and success go together. If you are succeeding without suffering, it is because others before you have suffered; if you are suffering without succeeding, it is that others after you may succeed.'

Read those words slowly. They are not merely eloquent. They are theologically precise.

If you are succeeding without suffering — if the work is bearing fruit, if the converts are coming, if the churches are growing, if the river is rising — look for the graves behind you. Somewhere in the history of what you are enjoying, someone paid a price you did not pay. The success you are experiencing was purchased by suffering you did not personally endure. Ann Judson is in a grave in Amherst so that the Burmese church could be born. George Boardman is in a jungle grave so that the Karen church could be born. These are not metaphors. They are the actual accounting of how the Kingdom advances.

If you are suffering without succeeding — if the years are passing and the fruit is absent and the silence is long and the cost is accumulating faster than the visible return — then you are the one whose suffering is purchasing something for the generation behind you. You may not see it. You may not know who they are. You may go to your grave without understanding what your faithfulness was building. But it was building something. It is always building something. The corn of wheat that falls into the ground does not choose what it produces or when. It simply falls, and trusts the soil, and trusts the season, and trusts the God who made the seed and the soil and the season to bring forth what He intended.

(Galatians 6:9 KJV) "And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not." In due season. Not in our season. In His season, which is always the right one, always the precisely calibrated one, always the season that produces the maximum harvest from the seeds that were sown in what felt like a fruitless winter.

The Character God Builds: What Thirty-Seven Years Made

I want to tell you what thirty-seven years in Burma made of a man, because I think it is important to name what suffering and faithfulness produce in a person — not to make the suffering sound desirable, but to make clear that it is not wasted.

It made me a man who feared God and very little else. Not because I was brave by nature — I was not particularly brave. But because I had been in places where the only thing standing between me and death was God, and I had discovered that God was sufficient in those places. When you have lived on the sufficiency of God in the extreme cases, the lesser fears lose their grip. The disapproval of respected men. The withdrawal of financial support. The social cost of an unpopular position. The risk of a decision that might fail. None of these things have the power over a man who has looked at death in a Burmese prison and found that Jesus was still there.

It made me a man of unusual physical and mental discipline. I have already shared the rules I set for myself during the ministry years. What I have not fully conveyed is how seriously I kept them — the pre-dawn prayer, the daily Scripture reading, the systematic translation work, the physical discipline of regular exercise and fasting that kept a body in working condition long past the point where working condition should have been possible. Discipline is not the enemy of grace. It is the channel through which grace flows most consistently. A life without structure is a life that wastes much of what God intends to pour into it.

It made me a man who genuinely loved the Burmese people. Not abstractly, not theoretically, not as a category of people to be reached for the sake of mission statistics. Individually. By name. I knew the stories of the men and women I had baptized. I knew the cost each of them had paid. I knew the families they came from and the pressures they faced and the particular struggles of faith that the Burmese context produced. After thirty-seven years, Burma was not a mission field to me. It was home. The Burmese were not my congregation. They were my people.

And it made me a man with a settled, tested, unshakeable confidence in the Word of God. Not because I had never doubted — I have told you honestly about the seasons of doubt. But because the Word had proven itself true in every situation in which I had tested it. It had been true in the prison. It had been true at the graves. It had been true in the jungle hut. It had been true in the harvest years when the river was rising and the joy was almost too much to contain. Every promise tested and found to hold. Every warning tested and found accurate. Every comfort tested and found sufficient. (Psalm 119:140 KJV) "Thy word is very pure: therefore thy servant loveth it." Loved it. Not merely believed it. Loved it the way you love something that has been true to you through everything.

The Missionary Call: What Judson's Life Says to Every Generation

I am speaking now not as a man describing his own past but as a man addressing his future — the readers of this story who are alive in generations I will never see, facing challenges I cannot anticipate, living in a world that has changed in ways I cannot fully imagine.

Here is what I want to say to you.

The world still has people in it who have never heard the name of Jesus Christ. Not abstractly — specifically. Specific people, in specific villages, in specific languages, who have never in their lives encountered the gospel of the God who made them, loved them, sent His Son to die for them, and is waiting with open arms for their return. Their existence is not a statistic. It is a claim on the conscience of every Christian who knows the gospel and is in a position to do something about its absence in their lives.

The call to missions has not changed. The Great Commission that Jesus gave to His disciples in Galilee is the same commission that came to me at Andover Seminary and that comes to every generation of Christians who read it with eyes open. (Matthew 28:19-20 KJV) "Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world." Go. Teach. Baptize. The command is not diminished by the passage of time. The promise is not qualified by the difficulty of the obedience. I am with you alway — always, every day, in every difficulty, on every ocean, in every prison, at every grave. Always.

Most of you who read this will not be called to Burma. That is all right. Burma has its church now — rooted, tested, alive. But there are other Burmas. Places where the river has not yet risen to ankle depth, where no missionary has yet sat in a zayat and talked to passersby about the God who made them and the Son who died for them. The world is large. The harvest is plenteous. The labourers are still few. And the God who sent me is still sending.

The Rope-Holders: A Word to Those Who Stay

I want to say something to the people who will never go overseas, who will live their entire lives within fifty miles of where they were born, who will never learn a foreign language or sleep under a mosquito net or sit in a zayat. Because their role in the story is not less important than the role of those who go. It is simply different.

Luther Rice held the rope. Without Luther Rice riding his horse through snowstorms and preaching to Baptist congregations across America and building the financial infrastructure of the mission, Ann and I would have starved on the field within two years. Without the thousands of ordinary believers in ordinary American churches who gave money they could have spent on themselves, who prayed in prayer meetings for people they had never met, who read missionary letters aloud and were moved to intercession — the Burma mission would have been an interesting footnote in the history of failed religious experiments.

The rope-holders are essential. They are not the ones going down into the mine, but the mine cannot be excavated without them. William Carey knew this. I knew it. Every missionary who has ever served in a hard place knows that they are sustained by the prayers and the giving and the faithful intercession of people at home who care enough about the nations to invest in reaching them.

If you cannot go, hold the rope. Pray specifically. Give generously. Read the missionary letters. Learn the names and the stories of the people in unreached places. Carry them in your heart before the throne of God. That is not a lesser calling. It is an inseparable part of the same calling — the same mission of the same God to the same world. (Romans 10:15 KJV) "And how shall they preach, except they be sent? as it is written, How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!" Beautiful feet. The feet of the preacher who goes, and the hands of the sender who makes the going possible — both are beautiful to God. Both are necessary. Neither is dispensable.

Burma — Myanmar — Today: The River Still Rising

Let me tell you where the river stands today, as best as it can be described.

Myanmar — the name Burma has carried since 1989 — is one of the world's poorest nations. It became independent of Britain in 1947. Elections in 1990 produced a result that the military regime refused to honor, leading to decades of repression, the imprisonment of democracy leaders, the silencing of opposition. The country has endured what its people have endured throughout its history: the weight of authoritarian power imposed on ordinary men and women who simply want to live and work and raise their families in peace.

The Christian community in Myanmar has faced particular pressures. Buddhist revivalism has at times made life difficult for religious minorities. The Karen people — whose church I watched being born in the hills around Tavoy — have endured one of the longest-running ethnic conflicts in the world, a conflict that has displaced hundreds of thousands of people and tested the faith of the Karen church in ways that make even the First Anglo-Burmese War seem like a preliminary exercise. And yet the Karen church has not broken. It has not surrendered. It has maintained its faith through generations of suffering with a tenacity that humbles me when I read about it.

The Baptist Convention of Myanmar stands as the largest Protestant denomination in the country. The total Protestant Christian population is estimated at over five percent of the nation — in a country of fifty million people, that is two and a half million believers. Every single one of them, in some thread of spiritual lineage, connected to the work that began when a young man from Massachusetts stepped off a ship in Rangoon in 1813 with a manuscript and a calling and a faith that had just barely survived its first great test.

The Burmese Bible that I translated is still in use. One hundred and eighty years after its completion, in revised editions that have maintained the scholarly quality of the original, it is still the Bible that Burmese believers read. The translation that Ann hid in a pillow, that Moung Ing rescued from an abandoned prison, that survived war and death and the worst that a hostile government could throw at it — is still the living Word of God in the Burmese language, still doing what the living Word of God always does.

The river is still rising. (Habakkuk 2:14 KJV) "For the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea." Not yet filled. Not yet complete. But rising. Steadily, surely, irreversibly rising. And nothing — no military regime, no Buddhist revivalism, no poverty, no persecution — will stop it, because the One who promised it does not make promises He cannot keep.

What Remains: The Whole of It

I want to close this chapter — and this major section of the story — by returning to where we began. Not with the prison, not with the graves, not with the harvest, but with the simplest and most fundamental thing: the call of Jesus Christ.

He called a young man in Malden, Massachusetts who was too smart for his own good and had spent years running from God. He called him through the death of a deist friend in a roadside inn. He called him through the patient teaching of godly men at Andover Seminary. He called him through the pages of a printed sermon about missionary work in the East. He called him through the warm, clear eyes of Ann Hasseltine across a room. He called him through the open Atlantic and the Irrawaddy River and the death prison and the hopea tree and the jungle hut and the circular Burmese script and the thirty-seven years of a life that was not particularly heroic in itself but that was entirely surrendered to a God who is heroic in everything.

And that call produced, in the end, not a famous missionary or a celebrated linguist or even a great Christian hero. It produced a man who was faithful. Who stayed when staying was hard. Who worked when working was painful. Who trusted when trusting felt like madness. Who held on to Jesus in the prison because Jesus was the only thing worth holding on to, and who discovered at the end of his course that the grip had been His all along.

(John 10:27-28 KJV) "My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me: And I give unto them eternal life; and they shall never perish, neither shall any man pluck them out of my hand." Never perish. Neither shall any man pluck them out of His hand. Not the British East India Company. Not the king of Burma. Not the Pakan Woon. Not the death prison. Not the graves under the hopea tree. Not the ocean that received my body. Nothing. No one. Ever.

That is the whole of the story. Not the chains and not the triumph, not the tears and not the harvest, not the graves and not the two million. All of those are chapters in a story whose subject is not Adoniram Judson. Its subject is the faithfulness of Jesus Christ — His faithfulness to Burma, His faithfulness to the Burmese people, His faithfulness to a series of broken, limited, imperfect human beings whom He called and equipped and sustained and ultimately brought home.

He was faithful. He is faithful. He will be faithful — to you, in your lion's den, whatever form it takes, for as long as you need Him to be.

Which is to say: always.

* * *

Chapters Eight, Nine, and Ten will bring the biography to its close — examining the character that Burma formed in Adoniram Judson, the doctrine that sustained him, and the call that his life places on every reader who encounters it. We will ask the hardest and most personal question of all: What is your lion's den? And we will discover that the same Jesus who walked with Adoniram Judson through his is walking with you through yours — not as a distant observer or an uncertain helper, but as the Good Shepherd who knows His sheep by name and has already gone before them into every dark place they will ever be asked to enter.

(Psalm 23:4 KJV) "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me." Through the valley. Not around it. Not above it. Through it. And through it with Him. That is the whole promise. It is enough.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Man the Fire Made: Character, Habits, and the Inner Life of Adoniram Judson

I want to step back from the chronology of events — the arrivals and departures, the baptisms and the graves, the translations and the imprisonments — and tell you something about the person inside all of those events. Because biography can become a list of things that happened without ever answering the more important question: What kind of man was this? What was he like to know? What did the fire of thirty-seven years in Burma actually produce in the person who endured it?

My biographer Francis Wayland, who knew me well and observed me with both admiration and honest critical distance, gave the most careful external description of my character. He was not a man who flattered. He was a man who saw clearly and wrote accurately. And so I want to use his observations — and my own honest reflection — to give you a picture of the man that Burma made, for better and for worse.

Because it was for better and for worse. I was not a simple person. I had genuine strengths — some of them remarkable, some of them ordinary, most of them forged in suffering. I also had genuine weaknesses — some of them overcome over time, some of them never fully resolved, all of them honest. A biography that presents only the strengths is not a biography. It is a legend. And legends, however inspiring, do not help ordinary people become better disciples of Jesus Christ. Honest portraits do.

(2 Corinthians 12:9-10 KJV) "And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me. Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ's sake: for when I am weak, then am I strong." That is not modesty. It is theology. The power of Christ rests most visibly on the person whose own weakness is most visible. I was a weak man strengthened by a strong God, and the story of my life is more about His strength than mine.

The Physical Man: What People Saw

Let me begin with the physical, because character is lived in a body and the body shapes the experience of everything.

I was of medium height, slenderly built. My hair was chestnut, touched with grey as I advanced in age. Those who met me consistently noted two things: that I possessed an unusual physical stamina that did not match my slight frame, and that I was immaculately groomed and dressed regardless of circumstances. Both of those observations are accurate and both of them tell you something.

The stamina was not natural. It was cultivated. From my earliest years at Andover, when I had worried about my tendency toward consumption — the same disease that would eventually claim me — I had developed deliberate physical habits designed to maintain a constitution that was not particularly robust by nature. Regular walking. Daily cold-water sponging of the body. Controlled breathing exercises. Fasting at regular intervals, which paradoxically seemed to strengthen rather than weaken my physical resilience over time. I was not a naturally strong man. I was a disciplined man, and discipline over decades produced a durability that nature had not provided.

The neatness of dress was something different — it was an expression of character rather than physical discipline. I was, by temperament, a man who found disorder deeply uncomfortable. My natural inclination toward precision and order — the same inclination that made me a meticulous translator — expressed itself in how I maintained my appearance and my living space. This made the prison years a particular kind of torment beyond the obvious physical suffering. The filth of the death prison — the accumulated dirt and human waste and vermin — was not merely unpleasant to me. It was a sustained assault on a fundamental aspect of who I was. I endured it because I had no choice. But I want to be honest that it cost something beyond what the chains alone cost.

When I returned to America in 1845, people who had imagined me as a weathered, rough-edged frontiersman of the spirit were surprised to find a slender, neatly dressed, quietly spoken man who was not at all what the heroic narrative had led them to expect. I was amused by this. The heroism, such as it was, had been mostly invisible — carried out in translation rooms and prison cells and jungle huts, not in the kind of dramatic public settings that produce the image of heroism.

The Intellectual Man: A Mind Like a Precision Instrument

My mind was, from the beginning, my most defining characteristic. I was not falsely modest about this — false modesty is its own form of dishonesty, and I had enough genuine things to be humble about without pretending to a mediocrity I did not possess. I was exceptionally intelligent. I knew it. The danger, which nearly destroyed me at college, was that exceptional intelligence can easily become exceptional pride, and exceptional pride can build a wall between a man and the God he needs.

Wayland wrote that I possessed, from the earliest days, 'an exceptional intellect' and that I was 'meticulous by nature, and admirably suited for the work of Bible translation.' Both observations are accurate. The meticulousness — the drive for precision, for getting the exact right word rather than an approximately correct one, for checking the source languages again and again to ensure that nothing had been missed or muddled — this was the quality that made the Burmese Bible what it became. A translation is only as good as the translator's willingness to be dissatisfied with the second-best option, and I was constitutionally incapable of accepting the second-best option when the first-best was still undiscovered.

This same quality manifested in everything I undertook. The Burmese grammar of 1816 was not a rough working draft. It was a finished, carefully organized scholarly tool. The dictionary was not a list of words with approximate definitions. It was a comprehensive, precise, cross-referenced reference work that stood the test of scholarly scrutiny for over a century. Even my letters — and I wrote thousands of letters over thirty-seven years — were composed with a care for language that went beyond mere communication into something closer to craft.

The meticulous mind also made me a demanding teacher. The Burmese pastors and evangelists I trained were held to high standards — standards of doctrinal accuracy, of textual fidelity in preaching, of personal conduct that matched the message they proclaimed. Some of them found me exacting. I was exacting. I believed that the people of Burma deserved the best teaching we could give them, and that mediocrity in the service of God — however well-intentioned — was a form of disrespect for both God and the people He had called us to serve.

(Colossians 3:23 KJV) "And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men." Heartily. With the whole heart, with the whole mind, with everything that can be brought to bear on the task. Not adequately. Not sufficiently. Heartily. That was the standard. It was demanding. But it was also the only standard that made sense when the task was translating the eternal Word of God into a language that had never contained it before.

The Will: The Most Remarkable of His Endowments

Wayland, in his biography, identified what he called my will as 'one of the rarest endowments' he had ever observed in a human being. He wrote that it was 'capable of controlling his physical nature, so that his body would do or suffer whatever it was commanded. It subjected the material to the spiritual in a degree rarely attained.'

I want to think carefully about this observation, because I think it is both accurate and potentially misleading, and the distinction matters.

It is accurate that I possessed an unusual degree of will — the capacity to decide something and then do it, to set a course and maintain it through obstacles that would divert most people, to endure physical suffering without allowing the suffering to redirect the mission. The six years of no converts did not stop the preaching. The nineteen months of chains did not stop the praying. The grief of Ann's death did not stop the translation. The declining health of the final years did not stop the dictionary. In every case, the will held when the feelings argued for stopping.

But here is what I want to be careful about: this will was not a natural virtue. It was not something I was born with in its fully developed form and that I simply applied to successive challenges. It was something that was formed — slowly, painfully, through exactly the kinds of experiences I have described in this book. Every time I chose faithfulness over comfort, the will became slightly stronger. Every time I held the course when the feelings said to abandon it, the capacity for sustained obedience deepened. The will that carried me through the prison was built in the six silent years before it. The will that carried me through the grief was built in the prison. Character is accumulated, not inherited.

(James 1:3-4 KJV) "Knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh patience. But let patience have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting nothing." The trying of faith works patience. Not immediately — works it, over time, through the sustained application of difficulty to the raw material of a human life. The patience that could endure six years of silence in Rangoon was the same patience that had been worked into me, day by day, choice by choice, through every smaller trial that preceded it. God does not give us the endurance we will need for the great trials. He builds it in us through the small ones.

The Social Man: A Surprising Warmth

Here is something that surprises people when they read about me carefully: I was not a dour, severe, joyless ascetic. The image of a man who fasted regularly and dug graves in jungle huts and wore chains for nineteen months does not obviously suggest warmth and social ease. But those who knew me well consistently described a person who took great pleasure in company, who could contribute on a wide range of subjects with genuine enthusiasm, and who had a particular gift for making people of low social station feel genuinely seen and valued.

Wayland noted that I was 'intensely spiritual and humbled himself to men of low estate, being able to communicate with the poorest people.' That is an important observation. The intellectual precision that made me an exacting teacher did not translate into social condescension. I genuinely liked people — not in an abstract, missionary-obligation way, but concretely, individually. I was curious about them. I wanted to know their stories, their concerns, their ways of understanding the world. That curiosity was part of what made me an effective linguist — you cannot master a language without genuinely wanting to understand the people who speak it — and it was also part of what made me, I believe, an effective evangelist.

The social ease was not uniform. In large public settings — the organized meetings in America in 1845, the formal gatherings of dignitaries and church officials — I was uncomfortable. Wayland noted that when I returned to America and discovered I was famous, I 'shrank absolutely from fame and craved solitude and quiet.' That is accurate. Public celebrity was a form of attention I did not know how to receive and did not want. It felt like a category error — the man being celebrated was a construction, a story, not the person I actually was.

But in small settings — around a table with a handful of trusted friends, in a zayat with a few curious Burmese inquirers, in the evening with fellow missionaries after the day's work was done — I was genuinely at ease. I could be funny. I could be playful. The intensity that drove the work did not follow me into every moment of every day. There was a version of me that Ann and Sarah and Emily knew, and that the Burmese converts knew, that the public biography tends to miss: a man who laughed, who enjoyed a good conversation, who found genuine pleasure in the small and ordinary graces of daily life.

The Domestic Man: A Husband Who Was Completely Devoted

A senior lady missionary who had observed me closely across many years — a woman well qualified to make assessments of this kind — said something that I find both moving and humbling. She said that she had 'seen something of married life, and I never saw a husband so entirely devoted to a wife as dear Judson.'

Entirely. That is the word she chose, and she meant it with the emphasis she placed on it.

I want to think about what that devotion actually looked like in practice, because devotion is a word that can mean very little without the concrete content that fills it.

With Ann, the devotion looked like this: pursuing her with a letter to her father that no reasonable man would have written, because the love and the calling were both so strong that reasonable calculation was simply not available to me. It looked like the shared decision to change our views on baptism together, even when the cost of that change was everything we had. It looked like — though this is a small thing set against the large ones — sitting up with her through the nights of illness on the voyage, managing the practicalities of mission life so that she had the time and the space for her own language study and her own writing and her own ministry to Burmese women. And it looked like the fact that her death undid me more completely than anything else in thirty-seven years of things that tried to undo me.

With Sarah, the devotion looked like recognizing and honoring a woman who had been widowed in Burma and had chosen to stay rather than retreat to safety. It looked like the eight years I waited — eight years of respecting her grief and her independence and her own calling — before I asked her to share my life. It looked like the sadness of watching her illness progress on the voyage to St. Helena, and the particular grief of burying a second wife on a remote island in the South Atlantic, knowing she had given everything and received so little of the quiet domestic contentment that a woman of her quality deserved.

With Emily, the devotion looked like genuine wonder. Here was a young woman of thirty, a well-known writer with a literary career ahead of her, choosing to follow a fifty-seven-year-old man with broken health and three dead wives back to a posting under a bloodthirsty vice-governor in a malarial city. That choice humbled me every day. I tried to honor it by being present to her, by being honest with her about the realities of what we were living in, by never pretending that the work we were doing was anything other than exactly what it was.

(Ephesians 5:25 KJV) "Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it." That standard — the self-giving love of Christ for His church — is the standard against which all husbandly devotion is measured. I fell short of it in ways I am aware of and in ways I am not. No man lives up to that standard perfectly. But the direction of the devotion — the orientation of the heart toward self-giving rather than self-serving — that I can claim, and the three women who bore the Judson name would, I hope, confirm it.

The Pastoral Man: Tender with the Suffering

You might expect that a man of my intellectual intensity and demanding standards would be a cold pastor — efficient in doctrine, exacting in discipline, but lacking the warmth that makes pastoral care genuinely comforting to people in pain. That expectation would be wrong.

When the wife of Mr. Bennett — a fellow missionary specializing in the mission's printing work — was weeping alone in her room after her husband had sailed for America with their children, I sent her a note. Not a theological treatise. Not an exhortation to faith. A note. Let me share it with you, because I think it reveals something about the person behind the translator and the theologian and the prison survivor:

'Sovereign love appoints the measure and the number of our pains, and is pleased when we take pleasure in the trials he ordains. Infinite love, my dear sister, in the person of the Lord Jesus, is even now looking down upon you, and will smile if you offer Him your bleeding, breaking heart. All created excellence and all ardour of affection proceed from Him. He loves you far more than you love your children: and He loves them also when presented in the arms of faith.'

Read that again. 'Will smile if you offer Him your bleeding, breaking heart.' That is not cold theology. That is a man who understood grief from the inside — who had carried his own bleeding, breaking heart before the throne of God many times — and who knew that the God who receives such offerings does not receive them with indifference or with a lecture about proper theological responses to suffering. He receives them with love. He smiles. He is, in the person of Jesus Christ, the Man of Sorrows who is acquainted with grief — who knows from the inside what it costs to love and to lose, and who receives the grief of His people with the particular tenderness of One who has been there.

(Isaiah 53:3 KJV) "He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not." Acquainted with grief. Not a distant observer of it. Acquainted — familiar, intimate, personally experienced. When I sat with grieving people in Burma, I was not simply fulfilling a pastoral function. I was pointing them to the One who had been in the same place they were in, who had wept at a grave, who had cried from the cross, who knew what it felt like to be abandoned and misunderstood and crushed. That is the pastoral gift that suffering uniquely provides: the ability to point people not just toward comfort but toward the Comforter.

The Disciplined Man: The Rules He Kept

I have already shared, in an earlier chapter, the rules I set for myself during the ministry years. But I want to return to them here and look at them more carefully, because they reveal the architecture of a disciplined inner life in ways that a simple chronological account cannot.

The eight rules I set for the period 1819 to 1826 — the decade of the first converts and the imprisonment — were not arbitrary. Each one addressed a specific vulnerability that I had identified in myself through experience and honest self-examination.

The first rule — diligence in secret prayer every morning and evening — addressed what I had learned about the relationship between the inner life and the outer work. Missionary work done without prayer is not missionary work. It is humanitarian activity with religious language. The power that opens hearts and changes lives is not the power of a persuasive argument or an impressive personality. It is the power of the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is not recruited by eloquence. He is invited by prayer. I needed to keep that invitation fresh every morning and every evening, because the work would quickly outrun the prayer if I allowed it to.

The second rule — never spending a moment in mere idleness — addressed the particular temptation of a man with a vast unfinished task and an ample supply of reasons to rest. There was always a reason to rest in Burma. The heat alone justified it. The accumulated physical toll of the prison years justified it. The grief justified it. But rest without purpose is not rest — it is the beginning of a slide toward the kind of lethargic passivity that mission work cannot survive. I needed to fill the hours intentionally, to always have the next task defined, to not allow the formlessness of unscheduled time to become an opportunity for the enemy's discouragement.

The fifth rule — undertaking nothing from motives of ambition or love of fame — addressed what I knew was a genuine temptation for a man of my abilities and background. I had been ambitious before my conversion. The ambition had been redirected by grace, but it had not been eliminated. The desire to be recognized, to be celebrated, to have my work acknowledged as significant — these were real and persistent temptations, and I needed the rule as a guard against them. When the opportunity to become Dr. Griffin's colleague in Boston arose, this rule was what I applied to it. When the honorary doctorate came from Brown, this rule was why I eventually rejected it. Not because these things were evil in themselves, but because the motives they appealed to were ones I needed to watch.

The seventh rule — seeking opportunities to make some sacrifice for the good of others, especially believers — addressed what I understood to be the fundamental logic of the Christian life: that love expresses itself in sacrifice, and that a Christian who is not regularly looking for opportunities to give up something for the benefit of someone else is a Christian whose love has grown cold. I tried to keep the sacrificial instinct alive by making it a deliberate practice rather than waiting for the impulse to arise naturally.

The eighth rule — endeavoring to rejoice in every loss and suffering incurred for Christ's sake — was the most demanding of all, and the one I failed at most consistently. Rejoicing in suffering is not the same as pretending suffering does not hurt. It is a decision — made in full awareness of the pain — to interpret the suffering through the lens of what it is producing rather than through the lens of what it is costing. (Romans 5:3-4 KJV) "And not only so, but we glory in tribulations also: knowing that tribulation worketh patience; and patience, experience; and experience, hope." Glory in tribulations. Not after them, not in retrospect, not when the outcome is visible — in them. That is the eighth rule lived out in the moment, and it is genuinely hard, and I did not always do it well.

The Prayerful Man: The Engine Room of Everything

Everything I have told you about my work in Burma — the translation, the church planting, the training of indigenous leaders, the journeys to unreached cities, the endurance of the prison and the grief — all of it was powered by prayer. Not my prayer alone. The prayers of thousands of believers in America and England who carried Burma before God in their weekly prayer meetings. But also, specifically and essentially, my own daily prayer.

I was not a naturally contemplative person. My temperament ran toward activity, toward the next task, toward forward motion. Sitting still in the presence of God did not come easily to me the way it seemed to come easily to some of the more naturally mystical souls I encountered in the course of my life. For me, prayer was a discipline before it was a delight — something I did because I knew it was necessary and because I had learned from experience what happened when I neglected it, not because it was my natural default mode.

But over thirty-seven years, the discipline deepened into something more than discipline. The morning prayer sessions — early, before the heat of the Burmese day made concentration difficult — became the anchor of the day. The evening prayers became the place where the day's events were processed and interpreted and handed back to God. The spontaneous prayers that arose throughout the work — in the middle of a translation passage that refused to resolve, at the bedside of a sick convert, walking along a Burmese road — these became as natural as breathing.

I kept a diary of spiritual observations and prayer commitments that ran to thousands of entries over the years. That diary was among the papers I had destroyed after Ann's death — a decision I later regretted, because those pages contained the most honest record of what God had done in my inner life, and their destruction was an act of the grief-driven self-abnegation that I have already described as excessive and unwise. What I can tell you from memory is that the diary was overwhelmingly a record of dependence — of needs brought before God, of confessions of failure and inadequacy, of pleadings for the conversion of specific Burmese men and women by name, of thanksgivings for answered prayer that came at unexpected moments and in unexpected forms.

(1 Thessalonians 5:17 KJV) "Pray without ceasing." Without ceasing. I did not achieve that in its absolute sense — no one does in this life, I think. But I understood what it pointed toward: a life in which the awareness of God's presence and the posture of conversation with Him were so constant that the formal prayer times were simply the most concentrated expressions of something that was always present. I aspired to that. I worked toward it. On the best days, I came close to it.

The Humble Man: How Fame and Honor Affected Him

When I returned to America in 1845, I was met with a level of public recognition that I found genuinely bewildering and somewhat distressing. I had been gone for thirty-three years. In my absence, my story had been told and retold until it had taken on the quality of legend. People had prayed for me by name for decades. Churches had organized their missionary giving around the Burma mission. Young people had gone to the field inspired by what they had read about Rangoon and the death prison and the hopea tree.

I understood, intellectually, why this was. The Burma mission had been one of the first great stories of American Protestant foreign missions. Ann's journals had given the mission a human face. The prison account had given it drama. The harvest years had given it triumph. From the outside, it was a compelling narrative arc, and compelling narrative arcs inspire people and build movements.

From the inside, it was thirty-seven years of ordinary faithfulness, one day at a time, in a climate that tried to kill you and a language that took years to master and a culture that took decades to begin to understand. The gap between the story people told about me and the experience of actually living it was enormous. And the celebrity that the story generated felt, to me, like a case of mistaken identity — as though people were celebrating a character in a book who happened to share my name, rather than the actual imperfect human being who had simply tried to be faithful to a call he was sure of even when everything else was uncertain.

The honorary doctorate from Brown University — I sent it back. The letters of congratulation from British officials for my work as translator in the peace negotiations — I destroyed them. The significant sum of money I had accumulated through years of careful saving and generous gifts from supporters — I gave it all to the mission. These were not gestures of false modesty. They were the application of my fifth rule: undertaking nothing from motives of ambition or love of fame. If I could not accept recognition without it feeding the pride that I knew was a constant danger in my character, then I would not accept it.

Wayland described this aspect of my character with admirable precision: I was 'intensely spiritual and humbled himself to men of low estate.' The intensity and the humility coexisted. The brilliant mind and the willingness to sit at the feet of Burmese teachers learning to pronounce words correctly coexisted. The man who had once been too proud to accept the authority of the gospel was the same man who spent thirty-seven years gladly accepting the authority of the God who had made him and called him and sustained him through everything.

(Micah 6:8 KJV) "He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the LORD require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" Walk humbly. Not occasionally humble. Not humble when humility is easy. Walk — constantly, consistently, day by day — with the God who made you, in the awareness that the gap between who He is and who you are is so vast that humility is not a virtue to be cultivated but a simple acknowledgment of reality.

The Struggling Man: The Weaknesses He Carried

I have said that this would be an honest portrait, which means I must also tell you about the weaknesses. Not to diminish the story — the weaknesses do not diminish what God did through a weak vessel. But because I think the weaknesses are, in their own way, as instructive as the strengths.

The most significant weakness I have already described: the excessive introspection and self-mortification that followed Ann's death. The jungle hut. The grave I dug beside it. The giving away of everything I had earned. The rejection of honors. The withdrawal from fellowship. These were not the marks of a healthy soul processing grief in the way that grief should be processed. They were the marks of a man who had allowed grief to become a form of spiritual self-destruction, who had confused mortification of pride with mortification of the self, who had taken the legitimate impulse toward humility and pushed it past its proper limit into something that was, at its extreme, a form of despair dressed in religious clothing.

The theological error I fell into during that period — the pursuit of perfect sanctification attainable in this life — was connected to this same tendency. I was looking for an experience of God that would be so complete, so settled, so beyond the fluctuations of feeling and circumstance, that suffering could not touch it. That is not a sinful desire. It is a deeply human one, and in some forms it is a genuinely spiritual one. But in the form I was seeking it, it was a search for something that is not available in this life and that led me away from the simpler, harder, more available truth: that faith in the promises of God, maintained in the midst of suffering without the comfort of felt experience, is exactly what God is asking of us in the difficult seasons. Not perfect peace of feeling. The continuing choice of trust.

There was also a severity in my standards — for myself and for others — that was not always tempered with the kind of grace that the gospel announces. I could be exacting in ways that went beyond the healthy demand for excellence and into something that left little room for the inevitable imperfections of growing disciples. The discipline I brought to my own life was appropriate; the same level of discipline applied to new Burmese believers who were just finding their footing in a faith that had cost them everything was not always calibrated to where they actually were. Not all of them found me easy to follow. I was aware of this, and I worked at it, but I did not fully overcome it.

(Romans 15:1 KJV) "We then that are strong ought to bear the infirmities of the weak, and not to please ourselves." Bear the infirmities of the weak. Not demand that the weak perform at the level of the strong. Bear. Carry alongside. Make room for the slower pace, the imperfect understanding, the faith that is genuine but not yet deep. That is a grace I was still learning when I died.

The Legacy of Character: What the Fire Left

What does Burma's fire leave in a man? Let me try to give you the full accounting.

It leaves a man who has been thoroughly disabused of the idea that he is the hero of his own story. Thirty-seven years of being insufficient — of arriving at situations that required more than I had, and discovering that God provided what was lacking — had a cumulative effect that no single dramatic experience could have produced. I came out of it knowing, at a level below conscious thought, that whatever had been accomplished in Burma had been accomplished by God using a man who was often barely adequate to the task.

It leaves a man whose confidence is entirely in God and consequently immovable. Not confidence in outcomes — I had learned not to demand specific outcomes from God. Not confidence in my own abilities — the limitations of those were too well documented to pretend otherwise. Confidence in God. In His character, His promises, His purposes, His faithfulness. That confidence had been tested in every possible way, and it had held, and the holding had made it unassailable in a way that untested confidence can never be.

It leaves a man whose love for the people he served has become inseparable from his love for the God who sent him to them. The Burmese people were not, by the end, a mission field to me. They were people I loved. Moung Nau, the first convert — I loved him. Tha-e, the faithful pastor who had never stopped preaching — I loved him. Ko Dwah, who built a seat in a jungle hut for a man who had temporarily lost his mind — I loved him with a specific, personal, grateful love that had nothing to do with missionary categories and everything to do with the fact that he had been my brother in Christ through the worst season of my life.

And it leaves a man who faces his own death with something that is neither fearlessness nor indifference but something more honest and more profound: readiness. Readiness born not from certainty about what the next moment holds but from certainty about Who holds the next moment. (Isaiah 41:10 KJV) "Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteousness." Uphold. Not merely accompany. Uphold — actively sustaining, actively supporting, the weight of a human life and a human death borne in the right hand of the God who had made that life and who was now receiving it back.

What His Character Says to Us

I want to close this chapter with a word about what this portrait of character means for those who read it.

It would be easy — and it would be a mistake — to read the description of my character and conclude that what is being described is a type of person rare enough to be admired from a safe distance but not actually relevant to the ordinary Christian life. A man with an exceptional intellect, unusual physical stamina, iron will, and extraordinary capacity for suffering — surely this is a description of someone who was constitutionally equipped for the extreme demands of the Burma mission in ways that most people are simply not.

I want to challenge that reading directly. Because the character I have described was not born in me. It was built in me. The will that endured the prison was built through six years of preaching to near-empty zayats. The humility that rejected the Boston pulpit was built through the humiliation of being a language student again in my mid-twenties, sitting at the feet of Burmese teachers who were patiently correcting my pronunciation. The love for the Burmese people that was genuine and individual and deep was built through thirty-seven years of deliberate, sustained, costly attention to people I had initially known nothing about.

Character is built. It is built through the accumulation of small, unglamorous choices. Through the morning prayer held to even when nothing is felt. Through the translation passage worked at even when the right word will not come. Through the discipline maintained even when the circumstances argue for an exception. Through the grace extended to a struggling new believer even when the standards of excellence are calling for something more.

The life I lived was extreme. The character it produced was forged in extreme conditions. But the process by which it was produced — the daily choice of faithfulness, the sustained practice of discipline, the consistent return to God in prayer, the deliberate cultivation of love for specific people — that process is available to every Christian in every circumstance. Not in Burma. In your house. In your workplace. In your church. In the ordinary Tuesday of your ordinary life.

(Hebrews 12:1-2 KJV) "Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God." The cloud of witnesses includes everyone who has run faithfully before us — Ann and Sarah and Emily, Moung Nau and Tha-e and Ko Dwah, the Karen evangelists whose names we do not know. They ran their race. They laid aside the weights. They looked to Jesus. And they finished.

You can finish yours.

* * *

Chapter Nine will take us into the missionary call itself — what it is, how it comes, how to know if you have received it, and what to do with it once you know. We will look at the stages that led me from a Massachusetts inn where a deist friend died, to a theological seminary where the vision took shape, to a ship sailing out of Salem harbor toward the unknown. And we will ask the question that the whole of this biography has been building toward: What does the life of Adoniram Judson say to you, specifically, about the call of Jesus Christ on your specific life?

Because every life is a Burma. Every person reading this has been sent somewhere, called to something, equipped by suffering and shaped by grace for a purpose that is irreducibly their own. The lion's den has a different address for each of us. But the God who walks into it with us is always the same. (Hebrews 13:8 KJV) "Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to day, and for ever." Yesterday in Rangoon. Today wherever you are. Forever — that is the promise that outlasts every prison and every grave and every ocean that has ever claimed a body devoted to His service.
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CHAPTER nine

The Call That Changes Everything: How God Summons His Servants and What They Do With the Summons

I want to talk to you about the missionary call. Not in the abstract, theoretical way that books about missions often discuss it — as a category of religious experience to be analyzed and defined. I want to talk to you about it the way a man talks about something that happened to him and changed the entire trajectory of his existence. Because that is what the missionary call is: not an idea, not a theological concept, not a denominational program. It is an encounter. A personal, specific, life-altering encounter between a particular human soul and the living God who made that soul and has purposes for it that extend far beyond anything that soul would naturally choose for itself.

I know this because it happened to me. And in the thirty-seven years of Burma that followed, I had the opportunity to watch it happen to others — to Ann, to Luther Rice, to George and Sarah Boardman, to the dozens of Burmese and Karen believers who heard the gospel and discovered that responding to it was not a matter of choosing a new religion but of surrendering to a call they had not known was coming. The call of God is distinctive. It leaves marks. And once you understand what those marks look like, you can recognize them — in your own life, in the lives of those around you, in the history of the church that has been answering this call for two thousand years.

(Isaiah 6:8 KJV) "Also I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us? Then said I, Here am I; send me." Here am I. Send me. That is the whole of the missionary call, compressed into four words. But between the hearing of the voice and the speaking of those four words lies a journey — sometimes long, sometimes agonizing, always transformative — that I want to trace carefully in this chapter.

Stage One: The Burden of Lost Eternity

Every genuine missionary call I have ever observed or experienced began with the same thing: a real, felt, personally experienced weight of the lostness of people who do not know Jesus Christ.

I do not mean a theoretical acknowledgment that people who have not heard the gospel are in spiritual danger. That acknowledgment is available to any Christian who reads the New Testament carefully. I mean something deeper and more visceral than that — the kind of awareness that keeps you awake at night, that interrupts your ordinary daily life with the faces of people you have never met, that makes the comfortable pursuit of your own happiness feel not merely selfish but impossible. The burden. The specific, located, personal burden for specific people in a specific place.

For me, it began with Jacob Eames. Not with Burma — Burma came later. It began with the death of a brilliant young man who had rejected the gospel and gone into eternity without Christ, and the realization that the horror I felt standing outside that inn room was not merely grief for a friend but the full weight of what eternal separation from God actually means. Something cracked open in me that morning that never fully closed again. From that day forward, I was a man who could not think about lost people abstractly. I could only think about them as people — as Jacob Eames, as the millions of Burmese who did not know the name of Jesus Christ, as specific human beings with eternal souls who would go somewhere when they died.

The burden deepened at Andover. The revival fires of the Second Great Awakening were burning across New England, and the men around me were being captured by the same vision that was forming in me: that the Great Commission was not a historical document but a current assignment, that the God who had sent His Son to die for every people and tongue and nation was not satisfied with the evangelization of New England while three-quarters of the world remained in darkness. I read Dr. Buchanan's sermon about missionary work in the East and felt something that I can only describe as a holy restlessness — the deep, settled discomfort of a man who knows he is supposed to be somewhere he is not yet.

Here is what I want to say to you about the burden: if you have felt it, take it seriously. Not every burden of this kind is a call to overseas missions. Some people feel the burden for their neighborhood, their city, their workplace, the specific population of lost people that God has placed within their ordinary daily reach. But every genuine burden for the lost is from God, and every genuine burden deserves a serious response.

(Romans 9:2-3 KJV) "That I have great heaviness and continual sorrow in my heart. For I could wish that myself were accursed from Christ for my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh." Paul's heaviness and continual sorrow for his own people — for the Jews who had not received their Messiah — is the model of what this burden looks like when it is deep and genuine. It is not a passing mood. It is not a feeling that comes and goes with the sermon topic. It is continual sorrow. Great heaviness. A weight that does not lift because the situation that produced it has not changed. That is the first mark of a genuine calling.

Stage Two: The Discipline of Preparation

The burden alone is not the call. The burden is the beginning of the call. What follows it — and this is something I wish I had understood more clearly in my early years — is a season of preparation that is as essential to the effectiveness of the mission as the mission itself.

I was fortunate in that my preparation was largely forced upon me. I did not choose to spend years at Andover learning Hebrew and Greek and theology. I was directed there by the circumstances of my life and the guidance of men who could see what I needed even when I was too impatient to see it myself. But in retrospect, I am profoundly grateful for every year of that preparation. The Burmese Bible that I translated drew on everything I had learned in those years — the Hebrew, the Greek, the Reformed theology, the careful habits of textual exegesis that the Andover faculty had drilled into me. Remove any one of those years and the translation is poorer for it.

What does proper preparation for missionary work look like? I want to be careful here, because the answer is not simply 'go to seminary.' Seminary was the right preparation for me, given my particular calling to translation and teaching. For someone called to medical missions, medical training is the preparation. For someone called to work among a specific people group, intensive study of their language and culture is the preparation. The form of preparation follows the form of the calling.

But there are elements of preparation that are universal regardless of the specific shape of the calling. Deep immersion in the Scripture — not as a student who is gathering information but as a disciple who is being formed by the living Word of God. Rigorous development of whatever intellectual and practical gifts God has given you. The cultivation of a disciplined prayer life that will sustain you when the work becomes hard and the fruit is not visible. Honest self-examination that identifies your genuine weaknesses before they manifest as catastrophic failures in the field. And — this is one I learned the hard way — physical preparation, the deliberate cultivation of a body that can sustain the demands of the work without breaking down before the work is done.

I was already watching for signs of consumption in myself when I was at Andover. I developed the cold-water sponging routine, the breathing exercises, the long daily walks, specifically because I knew that the work I was being called to would make physical demands that my naturally slender constitution might not be able to meet without deliberate strengthening. That physical preparation bought me years in Burma that I would not otherwise have had. The body is not the whole of the person. But it is the vessel that carries the whole person, and a missionary who neglects the vessel does the work a disservice.

(Luke 14:28-30 KJV) "For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it? Lest haply, after he hath laid the foundation, and is not able to finish it, all that behold it begin to mock him, saying, This man began to build, and was not able to finish." Count the cost. Not to be discouraged from the building. To ensure that the building gets finished. Preparation is counting the cost carefully enough to know what you will need, and then acquiring it before the foundation is laid rather than discovering its absence when the wall is already half-built.

Stage Three: The Information That Crystallizes the Vision

William Carey read everything he could find about India before he went there. I read everything I could find about Burma before I went there. David Brainerd immersed himself in everything available about the North American Indian peoples before he went among them. This is not coincidence. It is a pattern, and the pattern points to a principle: the missionary call is crystallized by information.

The burden gives you the why. The preparation gives you the how. But the information gives you the where — the specific people, the specific place, the specific face of the lostness that God is calling you toward. And information works on a burdened, prepared heart the way a lens works on sunlight: it focuses the diffuse warmth of general concern into a concentrated beam that can ignite something specific.

For me, the crystallizing information came through Dr. Buchanan's sermon about missionary work in the East, through what I could find about Burma in the Andover Seminary library, through the letters and reports of Felix Carey and the Serampore missionaries. Each piece of information I absorbed about Burma made the burden more specific, the calling more defined, the sense of personal responsibility more acute. By the time I stood before the General Association of Congregational Ministers in 1810 and offered myself for overseas missionary service, I was not offering myself in a general way to whatever God might have in mind. I was offering myself specifically, with specific preparation, to a specific people in a specific place.

I want to urge you — if you are in the early stages of what feels like a missionary call — to do the same work. Read. Research. Find out everything that is available about the people and the place that the burden is pointing you toward. Learn their history. Learn their language, at least at the introductory level. Understand their culture, their religion, their particular form of lostness, their particular questions about ultimate things. The more specific your knowledge, the more specific your prayers. The more specific your prayers, the more effective your intercession. And the more effective your intercession, the more clearly you will understand what God is asking you to do about the thing He has already given you the burden for.

Resources that did not exist in my day are available to you now. Operation World — a comprehensive guide to the spiritual state of every nation on earth — can acquaint you in a single evening with the specific situation of peoples you have never heard of and places you have never considered. Mission Frontiers publishes information about the unreached people groups of the world — the eleven thousand or more distinct ethnic and linguistic communities that still have no witnessing church, no Bible, no access to the gospel in a form they can understand. The information is available. The question is whether you will pursue it with the same intentionality that you pursue information about the things that already interest you.

(Proverbs 25:2 KJV) "It is the glory of God to conceal a thing: but the honour of kings is to search out a matter." Search out the matter. The unreached peoples are not hidden from those who seek them. They are hidden from those who do not seek them — who consume the information that comes to them without effort but do not pursue the information that requires deliberate searching. Be a searcher. The specific person and place that God is calling you toward is waiting to be found by a heart that will look for it.

Stage Four: The Community That Confirms

Here is something that is easily missed in the romantic version of the missionary call: the call is never purely private. It is always confirmed, shaped, and ultimately authorized by the community of believers to whom the called person belongs.

Look at how my call developed. The burden began privately, in my own heart. The preparation happened in a community — Andover Seminary, where the missionary vision was shared by a group of students who prayed together and pushed each other toward greater clarity of calling. The first public expression of the call happened in community — the four students standing before the General Association of Congregational Ministers and offering themselves together, not individually. The call was confirmed by the community when the Association voted to form the mission board. And the sending itself was a communal act — the church committing resources, the church praying, the church holding the ropes.

This communal dimension of the call is not a bureaucratic formality. It is a spiritual safeguard. Private religious experiences — however intense, however emotionally compelling, however logically consistent in their own framework — need to be tested against the perception of people who know you, who observe your life from the outside, who can see both your gifts and your blind spots with a clarity that self-examination cannot always produce.

I have seen men go to the mission field on the strength of a private conviction that was intense and sincere but was not confirmed by any community, and I have watched those missions founder not because the men were insincere but because the call was not what they believed it to be. They had confused genuine religious enthusiasm with a specific directive from God. The community would have helped them distinguish between the two — not by dampening the enthusiasm, but by directing it toward the specific form of service that their actual gifts and character were suited for.

This is why Wayland argued so strongly — in his biography and in his general ministry — for the importance of the local church in the missionary call. Not as a gatekeeping authority that gets to decide who God can and cannot call. But as the body of Christ that both confirms the call and becomes responsible for the called person once the calling sends them out. (Acts 13:2-3 KJV) "As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Ghost said, Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I have called them. And when they had fasted and prayed, and laid their hands on them, they sent them away." The Holy Ghost said — the call was divine. But it was confirmed in community, recognized by the church, and the sending was a communal act with communal responsibility. That pattern is not incidental. It is the pattern of the New Testament, and it is the pattern that produces sustainable, accountable, lasting missionary work.

Stage Five: The Counting of the Cost

I wrote a letter to Mr. Hasseltine asking permission to court his daughter that listed, in unflinching detail, every possible suffering and danger that lay ahead for Ann if she agreed to marry me and go to Burma. My friends thought I had taken leave of my senses. Why would a young man attempting to court a young woman present his case in terms of probable death and certain hardship?

Because I believed — and I believe it still — that the only sustainable missionary commitment is one that was made with full knowledge of the cost. A commitment made in ignorance of what it will require is not a mature commitment. It is an enthusiasm. Enthusiasms fade when they encounter their first serious obstacle. Mature commitments, made in clear-eyed awareness of what they will cost, deepen under pressure because the pressure was already accounted for when the commitment was made.

Ann read that letter. She understood what I was telling her. And she said yes to all of it — not in ignorance, not swept along by the romance of the missionary vision, but in full knowledge that what she was saying yes to included grief and hardship and likely an early death in a foreign country. Her yes was one of the most courageous things I have ever witnessed, precisely because it was informed. She had counted the cost before she committed. And when the cost began to be extracted — in the death prison, in the illnesses, in the final fever that took her life — she did not feel betrayed. She had known. She had chosen anyway.

What does counting the cost look like in practice for someone considering a missionary call today? It looks like honest research into the health risks of the specific field. It looks like honest assessment of what the separation from family will mean — for aging parents, for siblings, for the friendships that sustain ordinary life. It looks like honest financial calculation: What support will be needed? Is it realistically available? What happens if it is withdrawn? It looks like honest evaluation of one's own emotional and psychological resilience: Am I the kind of person who can handle prolonged isolation, cultural disorientation, and the specific kind of loneliness that comes from being permanently different from everyone around me?

None of these questions are designed to discourage. They are designed to produce the kind of commitment that lasts. The missionary who goes with open eyes and counted costs is the missionary who stays when the going becomes what it always eventually becomes: harder than expected, longer than anticipated, more costly than any advance calculation fully captured.

(Luke 14:33 KJV) "So likewise, whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath, he cannot be my disciple." Forsaketh not all. The cost of discipleship — which is what the missionary call is, in its most concentrated form — is all. Not most. Not enough to be comfortable with. All. That is what Jesus said. He was not exaggerating for effect. He was describing the actual requirement of the actual commitment. And the people who flourish in the long obedience of missionary service are the people who understood from the beginning that all was what was being asked.

Stage Six: The Step of Faith That Cannot Be Reasoned Into

After the burden, the preparation, the information, the communal confirmation, and the counting of the cost — there is still one more thing. And this is the thing that no process or program can produce, the thing that distinguishes genuine missionary commitment from a well-considered career decision: the step of faith.

When Ann and I stood on the deck of the Caravan in February 1812 and watched the coastline of New England disappear behind us, we had done everything that could reasonably be done to prepare ourselves for what lay ahead. We had studied. We had prayed. We had counted the costs. We had sought and received communal confirmation. We had done everything that human wisdom and Christian prudence could ask of us.

And none of it removed the need for faith. Because faith is not what you exercise before you have all the information. Faith is what you exercise when you have done everything reasonable and you still cannot see around the corner of the next year or the next decade. Faith is the decision to move in the direction that God has indicated, with the provision that God has supplied, toward the outcome that God has promised, without the ability to verify any of it in advance. It is trusting a Person rather than calculating a probability.

The step of faith is terrifying. I do not want to minimize that by dressing it in religious language that makes it sound manageable. Standing at the rail of a ship watching your world disappear is terrifying. Walking into a prison compound in Ava not knowing whether you will be executed tomorrow is terrifying. Sitting in a zayat for six years talking to people who are politely interested but not converted is a different kind of terrifying — the slow terror of wondering whether you have misunderstood the voice of God completely.

But faith is not the absence of terror. Faith is the decision to trust God in the presence of terror, to move forward when everything in you is screaming to move back, to hold the course when the feelings have long since abandoned it and only the word of God is left to navigate by.

(Hebrews 11:8 KJV) "By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should after receive for an inheritance, obeyed; and he went out, not knowing whither he went." Not knowing whither he went. That is faith in its most naked form. A call received, a direction given, a step taken — without a map, without a guarantee, without the ability to verify in advance that the destination is what was promised. Abraham went. I went. Everyone who has ever answered a genuine call from God has gone into an unknowing that could only be navigated by trust in the One who knows.

How to Know If the Call Is Real

This is the question I am most often asked, in one form or another, by people who are in the early stages of what feels like a missionary call: How do I know if this is from God? How do I distinguish genuine calling from wishful thinking, from religious enthusiasm, from the influence of an inspiring book or a moving sermon? How do I know if what I am feeling is the Holy Spirit or simply my own imagination dressed in spiritual clothing?

I want to give you the most honest answer I can, which is that certainty is not always immediately available and that the demand for it can become a way of avoiding the responsibility of responding to what you already know.

But there are markers. Things to look for. Patterns that distinguish genuine calling from its counterfeits.

The first marker is persistence. A genuine call does not go away when you ignore it. It does not fade when circumstances become comfortable. It does not dissolve when you distract yourself with other things. It returns. It interrupts. It finds you in the middle of conversations and seasons of contentment and quietly reminds you of its existence. The burden for a specific people that keeps coming back to you despite your best efforts to file it away under 'interesting but not my department' — that persistence is itself a form of evidence.

The second marker is specificity. Vague spiritual restlessness is common and can have many sources, not all of them a missionary call. But when the restlessness begins to attach itself to specific people in a specific place — when you find yourself praying specifically for the Karen people or the Burmese lowlanders or the unreached peoples of Central Asia or the urban poor of a specific city — that specificity is significant. God calls to particular places. He calls to particular people. The particular-ness of the burden is part of how you know it is His.

The third marker is the confirmation of gifts. God does not call people to tasks for which He has given them no equipment. He may call you to a task that requires gifts you do not yet fully possess — gifts that will be developed through the training that the calling demands. But there will be recognizable seeds of the necessary gifts already present. If God is calling you to Bible translation work, there will be evidence of linguistic aptitude and love for precision in your existing life. If God is calling you to evangelism among a specific people, there will be evidence of cross-cultural curiosity and relational warmth. Look at the gifts God has already given you. They are often the clearest indication of the direction He intends for you.

The fourth marker — and this is the one that the others must ultimately be tested against — is the Word of God. Not a specific verse that you have read and felt personally addressed by, though that can be part of it. The whole counsel of God, applied to your specific situation by the Holy Spirit who inspired it. The Great Commission is not a call addressed only to the apostles. It is a call addressed to the whole church, to every generation of the church, until Jesus returns. The question is not whether God calls His people to go to the nations. He clearly does. The question is which specific members of the church He is directing to which specific nations at which specific time — and that question is answered by the pattern of burden, preparation, information, communal confirmation, and Spirit-led conviction that I have been describing.

(John 10:27 KJV) "My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me." Hear His voice. Know Him. Follow. The sheep do not follow a stranger's voice — not because strangers never speak, but because the sheep have learned, through the accumulated intimacy of relationship, what the Shepherd's voice sounds like. The more deeply you know Jesus through His Word and through prayer, the more clearly you will be able to distinguish His call from the noise around it.

The Devoted-for-Life Standard: What Full Commitment Looks Like

I wrote in 1833 that the motto of every missionary ought to be 'Devoted for Life.' I have already described what prompted that letter and what it said. But I want to return to the phrase itself and unpack it carefully, because I think it is the standard by which all missionary commitment should be measured — and because I think it is frequently misunderstood.

Devoted for life does not mean that God never calls a missionary home. There are seasons and stages in a missionary's life, and not all of them are spent on the field. Luther Rice was called home from the field and spent his life holding the ropes — which was as essential to the Burma mission as anything Ann and I did in Rangoon. Sarah had to leave Burma temporarily for medical reasons and would have gone permanently if her health had demanded it. Devotion is not measured by physical location. It is measured by the orientation of the whole life toward the mission God has given.

Devoted for life does not mean that circumstances never require a change of field or a change of strategy. Missionaries are expelled. Fields close. Political circumstances make some forms of witness impossible in some places at some times. The devoted-for-life missionary responds to these realities not by abandoning the mission but by finding the form of faithfulness that the new circumstances permit. (Matthew 10:23 KJV) "But when they persecute you in this city, flee ye into another." The flight is not abandonment. It is adaptation — the tactical movement of a strategic commitment that has not changed.

What devoted for life does mean is this: that the missionary call has been received and accepted as a defining commitment of the whole life, that personal ambition and comfort and reputation have been subordinated to its requirements, that the question 'What does the mission need?' takes precedence over the question 'What would I prefer?' in the allocation of time and energy and resources, and that the commitment will be maintained through whatever circumstances arise — not because the missionary is heroic, but because the God who gave the call is faithful to sustain those who answer it.

I chose the devoted-for-life standard for myself. Ann chose it. Sarah chose it. Emily chose it. And I watched each of them live it out to the end of their lives, giving everything they had to the work that God had called them to, and finding — as I found — that the life given away in obedience to God is the life most fully and most genuinely lived. (Matthew 16:25 KJV) "For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it." Find it. Not lose it. The life poured out in obedience is not a life wasted. It is a life found — discovered in its truest, deepest, most lasting form in the very act of giving it away.

The Call to Those Who Will Never Cross an Ocean

I am aware that the preceding pages may have created the impression that the missionary call is exclusively for those who go to foreign fields — that if you are reading this and you are not planning to board a ship or a plane for an unreached people group, this chapter does not really apply to you.

That impression is wrong, and I want to correct it explicitly.

The Great Commission is addressed to the whole church. Every Christian is called to be part of the mission of God in the world. For some — for those who fit the pattern I have been describing, who have the burden and the gifts and the communal confirmation and the counted costs — that call takes the form of going to unreached places. But for the majority of Christians in every generation, the call takes a different form: supporting the ones who go, praying for the nations, giving sacrificially to the work, educating the next generation in the missionary vision, holding the ropes.

Here is the specific vision I had for how the church at home should be engaged with missions. I wrote to the mission board in America that the mission stations were opening on every side and the fields were growing whiter every day and there were no labourers to reap the harvest. I wrote those words not simply as a lament but as a summons — a call to the churches of America to take the missionary enterprise seriously enough to produce, fund, and send a new generation of devoted-for-life workers.

What does that engagement look like concretely? I asked that question then and I want to answer it now. Is there a regular place at your prayer meeting for a focus on missionary vision — on specific missionaries serving in specific places, on specific unreached peoples that the church has committed to pray for? Is there a missionary fellowship in your church — a dedicated time when the members who are most burdened for the nations can come together, pray together, inform each other, and stir each other toward greater faithfulness? Does missionary support form a significant portion of your church's budget? And do you — individually — write encouraging letters to missionaries? Do you pray for them by name? Do you read the news from their field with the same interest that you read the news from your own country?

Robert Morrison, the great pioneer missionary to China, reported that he received only one encouraging letter from his homeland for every two hundred newsletters he posted. Two hundred newsletters sent home. One letter received in return. That ratio is a measure of the gap between the church's stated commitment to missions and the church's actual engagement with the people it sends. Close that gap. Write the letters. Pray the specific prayers. Give the deliberate money. Hold the rope with both hands and all the strength you have.

(3 John 1:7-8 KJV) "Because that for his name's sake they went forth, taking nothing of the Gentiles. We therefore ought to receive such, that we might be fellowhelpers to the truth." Fellowhelpers to the truth. That is the calling of the church at home — not passive observers of the missionary enterprise but active partners in it, sharing in both the work and the reward. The fellow helper who holds the rope shares in the gold that is brought up from the mine. The fellow helper who prays for the harvest shares in the joy when the sheaves come in. You do not have to cross an ocean to be part of what God is doing in the nations. You have to be faithful to your specific role in a shared mission.

The Call to Pray: The Foundation of Everything

Before I move on, I want to say one more thing specifically about prayer, because I believe it is the most underestimated element of missionary engagement and the one that most Christians can do more of, starting today, without any change of circumstances.

The history of missions is a history of prayer. Not exclusively — the history also includes brilliant scholarship, heroic courage, creative strategy, and sacrificial giving. But behind all of those things, sustaining all of those things, is the prayer of the people of God for the mission of God in the world.

I have already told you about the Haystack Prayer Meeting — the small group of Andover students caught in a thunderstorm who turned their shelter time into intercession and out of whose prayers came the founding of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions. That is a pattern, not an anomaly. Movements of the Spirit in missions are consistently preceded and sustained by concentrated, specific, persistent prayer. The people who pray for Burma are as essential to the Burmese church as the people who went to Burma. God could have built His church without human prayer — He is not limited by our participation. But He has chosen, in His sovereign wisdom, to include the prayers of His people as a genuine instrument in the accomplishment of His purposes. That means that when His people pray, things happen that would not otherwise happen. And when His people do not pray, things that would have happened do not.

(James 5:16 KJV) "The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much." Availeth much. Not a little. Not something. Much. The prayer of a righteous person has real effects in the real world, effects that are not merely psychological or motivational but genuinely causal — producing outcomes that would not have been produced without the prayer. Take that seriously. Pray for the unreached peoples by name. Pray for specific missionaries by name. Pray for specific language groups that do not yet have the Scriptures in their own tongue. Pray for the political leaders of countries that are currently closed to the gospel, as I prayed for the king of Burma. Pray with the specificity that faith makes possible and that information supplies.

What My Life Says to Your Life

I want to close this chapter by making it as personal as I can. Because I have been telling you a story about a specific man in a specific time and place, and I am aware that stories about specific men in specific times and places can be received as interesting but ultimately distant — inspiring in the way that a great painting is inspiring, something to admire rather than something to apply.

I do not want that. I want something more than your admiration. I want your obedience — your obedience to whatever God is already saying to you, not what He said to me. My Burma is not your Burma. My specific call is not your specific call. The specific form of surrender that God required of me — the years of language study, the chains, the graves, the translation — is not the form He requires of everyone. He requires different things of different people, all in service of the same mission, all expressions of the same love for the same lost world.

But here is what I believe is true of every person who reads this story with a heart genuinely open to God: there is something He is asking you to do that you have not yet done. There is a person or a people or a place that has been on your heart in a way you have not fully accounted for. There is a sacrifice you have been considering and setting aside. There is a step of obedience that you know would honor Him and that you have been indefinitely postponing because the cost seems high and the outcome is uncertain and the timing is never quite right.

The timing is never quite right. I went to Burma in 1812, which was precisely the wrong time by every human calculation — America was about to go to war with Britain, the British East India Company was at the height of its power, Burma was ruled by a king who could execute converts on a whim, and Ann and I had no institutional support and no guaranteed salary. Every condition that a reasonable person would require before taking such a step was absent. And yet it was exactly the right time, because it was God's time, and God's time is always exactly right regardless of what the human calendar says.

(2 Corinthians 6:2 KJV) "For he saith, I have heard thee in a time accepted, and in the day of salvation have I succoured thee: behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation." Now. Not when the circumstances are better. Not when the children are older or the finances are more secure or the political situation has stabilized. Now. The accepted time is always now — the present moment in which God is speaking and calling and waiting for a response from the soul He made and loves and has purposes for that extend far beyond what that soul can currently imagine.

Here am I. Send me. Those four words have launched more changed lives than any other four words in the history of the human response to God. They are available to you right now, in exactly the form you need to say them — with the specific calling and the specific gifts and the specific opportunity that God has already placed in your specific life. You do not need to say them loudly. You do not need to say them in a church service or a prayer meeting or any formal setting. You can say them right now, quietly, honestly, in full knowledge of what they cost and in full trust of the God who receives them.

He is listening. He has always been listening. And when you say them, He will answer — not with a thunderclap or a vision or an immediately clear set of instructions. He will answer the way He answered me: through the slow, faithful, difficult, beautiful unfolding of a life that has been given to Him and that He is shaping, day by day, choice by choice, into something that serves His purposes in the world He made and loves and is redeeming.

That is the missionary call. Not a dramatic experience reserved for special people. A conversation between a faithful God and a surrendered soul, carried out in the ordinary circumstances of an ordinary life, producing over time something that is anything but ordinary.

* * *

In our final chapter — Chapter Ten — we will bring the whole story together. We will stand at the end of Adoniram Judson's life and look back at the full arc of it: the prodigal years at college, the crack of grace in a roadside inn, the years of preparation, the voyage, the language study, the six silent years, the first convert, the prison, the graves, the harvest, the completed Bible, the death at sea. We will ask what the whole of it means — not just for the history of missions, not just for the church in Myanmar, but for you, today, in the specific circumstances of your specific life.

And we will hear, one final time, the call that started everything: the call of a God who loves the world too much to leave any corner of it unvisited by His grace, who sends His servants into the hard places not to make their lives convenient but to make them count, and who promises — with the full weight of His own character behind the promise — that the labor is not in vain. (1 Corinthians 15:58 KJV) "Therefore, my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labour is not in vain in the Lord." Not in vain. Not one day of the six silent years. Not one morning prayer in the death prison. Not one page of the translation. Not one grave under a hopea tree. Not one body committed to the Indian Ocean. Nothing. None of it in vain. All of it counted. All of it kept. All of it producing something that will be fully revealed only when the last trumpet sounds and the last harvest is gathered and the King of kings surveys what His servants have done with the time and the gifts and the calling He entrusted to them.

On that day, the accounting will be complete. And it will be glorious.
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CHAPTER ten

What a Life Like This Means: The Full Accounting, the Final Word, and What You Do Next

I want to begin the final chapter where the whole story began: in a roadside inn in New York State, in the autumn of 1808, outside a room where a young man was dying.

I was twenty years old. I had just graduated from Rhode Island College as valedictorian, brilliant and proud and thoroughly convinced that God was a superstition for the intellectually timid and that the future I was building for myself was the only future worth building. I had chosen my companions carefully — men who confirmed my rejection of faith, who celebrated my intellect, who never asked uncomfortable questions about eternity or accountability or what lay beyond the material world.

And then Jacob Eames died in the room next to mine. And I stood outside that door and heard the silence that follows death, and the silence said something to me that all my philosophy had no answer for. It said: this is coming for you. And it said: are you ready? And I discovered, standing in that corridor in the middle of the night, that I was not. That I had built an elaborate intellectual architecture to avoid this exact question, and that the architecture had no foundation, and that the question had found me anyway.

That moment — that ordinary, unglamorous, corridor-in-a-roadside-inn moment — was the hinge of everything. Not the ordination. Not the voyage. Not the first convert. The hinge was there, in the dark, outside a dead man's room, when a proud young man ran out of answers and found that the only honest response to the silence was to fall on his knees before the God he had spent two years trying to convince himself did not exist.

Everything in this book — all nine previous chapters — flows from that moment. The conversion. The seminary. The missionary call. The voyage. The language study. The zayat. The six silent years. The first convert. The prison. The graves. The harvest. The completed Bible. The death at sea. Two million believers in Myanmar today. All of it traces its origin to one young man in a dark corridor who finally stopped running and turned around.

(Luke 15:20 KJV) "And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him." He arose. He came. He was yet a great way off. And the Father ran. That is the whole of grace, compressed into four sentences. The son stopped running in the wrong direction. The Father had been watching the road. And when the turning happened — when the face finally turned homeward — there was no hesitation, no waiting to see if the repentance was genuine enough, no measured response proportionate to the degree of offense. There was running. There was embracing. There was the kiss of a father who had never stopped loving the son who had spent two years pretending he did not exist.

The Arc of a Life: What the Whole Story Shows

Now that we have walked through the whole of this life together — birth in Malden, death in the Indian Ocean, and everything in between — I want to step back and describe the arc of it. Because individual chapters, however powerful, do not always reveal what the whole story means. You need to see the shape of the entire thing before the meaning becomes fully clear.

The arc of Adoniram Judson's life is not, at its core, the arc of a heroic missionary. It is the arc of a prodigal brought home, equipped for a purpose larger than he ever imagined for himself, and sent out to bring the same news — that the Father is watching the road, that grace is real, that the kiss of homecoming is available to every human being who has ever walked away — to people who had never heard it before.

He was the prodigal made apostle. The young man who ran from God became the old man who ran toward Burma. The intelligence that had been devoted to building a wall between himself and his Maker was redirected — by grace, not by effort — into building a bridge between the Burmese language and the eternal Word of God. The pride that had nearly destroyed him was not eliminated but was transformed: shaped by suffering and loss and nineteen months of chains into something that no longer needed to assert itself because it had been replaced by something better. Not humility as a performed virtue, but humility as the natural posture of a man who has seen what he actually is and what God actually is and who has stopped confusing the two.

What the arc shows us is that God wastes nothing. Not the years at Brown, where the intellect was developed that would eventually produce the Burmese Bible. Not the years with Jacob Eames, where the arguments against faith were heard at close range and found to be hollow. Not the two years of proud unbelief, which gave Judson an intimate acquaintance with the inside of skepticism that made him a more effective apologist for the rest of his life. Not the six years of no converts in Rangoon, which built the endurance that would carry him through the prison. Not the prison itself, which built the faith that the grief years needed. Not the grief, which built the depth of pastoral empathy that would serve the Burmese church for the rest of his ministry.

(Romans 8:28 KJV) "And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose." All things. Not the comfortable things, not the spiritually productive things, not the things that feel like they are going somewhere useful. All things. The inn corridor and the chains and the hopea tree and the ocean that received a body that had given everything — all of it working together, in the hands of a God who does not improvise, toward a good that was determined before the foundation of the world.

The Costs: Looking at Them Fully

I have not minimized the costs in this book. I do not intend to minimize them here. The costs of Adoniram Judson's obedience were real, large, and permanent.

Ann Judson died at thirty-seven under a hopea tree in Amherst. She had given her young adulthood, her linguistic gifts, her relational warmth, her fierce advocacy, and ultimately her life to a mission in a country that was not her own, for a people she had come to genuinely love. She died without seeing the harvest that her suffering helped to purchase. She never knew about the two hundred and seventeen baptisms in 1832. She never knew about the thousand-plus baptisms in 1836. She never knew about the two million. She planted in tears and went to her rest before the reaping.

Roger Williams Judson died at eight months old in Rangoon, and is buried there. Maria Judson died at two years and three months old in Amherst, and is buried beside her mother. An unnamed first child was stillborn on the voyage to India. Three children dead before they reached the age of understanding. Sarah Boardman Judson died at forty-one on St. Helena, and is buried there. Emily Chubbuck Judson died at thirty-six in Hamilton, New York, four years after Adoniram, and is buried there. The mission consumed three wives and three children and the health of the man himself, and delivered him to the Indian Ocean at sixty-one, worn out decades before his natural span was finished.

These are not footnotes. They are the price. The actual, non-metaphorical, permanent, earthly price of thirty-seven years of devoted-for-life missionary service in nineteenth-century Burma. And I want to name that price fully and honestly because I think there is a version of missionary hagiography that dwells so thoroughly on the harvest that it obscures the cost, and that obscuring does a disservice to everyone: to the people who paid the cost, whose sacrifice deserves to be seen clearly, and to the people who might be called to a similar obedience, who deserve to count the cost honestly before they commit.

So I name it. Ann. Roger. The unnamed child. Maria. Sarah. Emily. The nineteen months of chains. The four years of declining health that ended in the Indian Ocean. That is the price. It was paid willingly, by people who understood what they were buying and who considered what they were buying worth the price.

(2 Corinthians 4:17-18 KJV) "For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal." Light and momentary. Paul called his own suffering — shipwrecks, beatings, imprisonments, the constant nearness of death — light and momentary. Not because it was easy. Because it was temporary. The graves in Amherst and St. Helena and Hamilton are temporary. The people in those graves are not. They are somewhere the suffering cannot follow them, in the presence of the Jesus they served, already in possession of the eternal glory that the momentary troubles were achieving.

The Returns: What the Cost Bought

But the accounting has two sides. The cost was real. The return was also real, and it was — it is — staggering.

Seven thousand baptized believers by the time of Judson's death in 1850. Churches at Moulmein, Rangoon, Tavoy, Amherst, and throughout the Karen hills. Burmese and Karen pastors trained, ordained, and leading their own congregations without dependence on Western missionaries. A Burmese New Testament completed in 1823 and a complete Burmese Bible in 1840. A Burmese grammar that equipped generations of missionaries who followed. An English-Burmese dictionary completed posthumously in 1852 that served the church for over a century. A missionary movement in America that grew, in part, from the inspiration of the Burma mission's example, and that sent thousands of devoted-for-life workers to every corner of the earth in the generations that followed.

By the late nineteenth century, the Burma mission had produced a Karen church that was one of the most remarkable Christian communities in Asia — a people who had embraced the gospel with such depth and tenacity that generations of political persecution could not shake them loose from it. By the mid-twentieth century, the Baptist Convention of Myanmar had become the largest Protestant denomination in the country. By the time Matthew Hla Win held a Burmese Bible in 1993 and wept over the name on the title page, the count of believers in Myanmar had passed two million and was still rising.

Two million people who know that God is their Father and Jesus is their Savior and the Spirit of God lives inside them. Two million people who have access to the complete Word of God in their own language. Two million people who will spend eternity in the presence of the God who made them, worshiping alongside Ann Judson and Moung Nau and Tha-e and Ko Dwah and the unnamed Karen evangelists and all the others who gave everything to see this day arrive.

Against the cost, set the return. Ann's thirty-seven years against two million eternities. The chains against the freedom they purchased. The hopea tree against the harvest it seeded. (Psalm 126:5-6 KJV) "They that sow in tears shall reap in joy. He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him." Doubtless. The reaping came. The sheaves came. The joy came. Not to Ann on this side of eternity — she did not live to see it. But joy came. Doubtless joy came. God keeps His promises on His schedule, not ours, and His schedule always produces more than we asked for and more than we were able to imagine while we were still weeping.

What the Life of Judson Says to the Life of Faith

Every life of faith asks the same questions in different forms. Is God real? Is He good? Does He see? Does He care? Does the obedience actually accomplish anything, or is it simply the performance of duty in a universe that is indifferent to faithfulness?

Adoniram Judson's life answers those questions. Not abstractly. Not theoretically. In the specific, documented, historically verifiable form of a man who staked thirty-seven years of his one earthly life on the proposition that God is real and good and sees and cares and that obedience to His call accomplishes exactly what He promises it will accomplish.

The evidence is in. God was real — real enough to crack open a proud young man in a dark corridor and redirect his entire life. God was good — good enough to sustain His servant through nineteen months of chains, through four graves, through the grief of the jungle hut, and to bring him out the other side with faith stronger than it had been when it went in. God saw — saw the six years of silence and saw what was being built in those years that could not yet be seen, and brought in the harvest in His own time. God cared — cared enough to send Ann as a guardian angel to the prison, to preserve a New Testament in a pillow, to stop the hand of the Pakan Woon, to break the fever of a dying woman, to bring the first Burmese believer to faith in the sixth year of what looked like failure.

And the obedience accomplished what God promised. The Word went out and did not return void. The seed fell into the ground and produced a harvest that is still being gathered one hundred and seventy years later. The corn of wheat fell into the ground in Amherst and Rangoon and St. Helena and the Indian Ocean, and brought forth much fruit, and the fruit is still multiplying, and it will not stop until Jesus returns and the full accounting is made.

(Isaiah 55:10-11 KJV) "For as the rain cometh down, and the snow from heaven, and returneth not thither, but watereth the earth, and maketh it bring forth and bud, that it may give seed to the sower, and bread to the eater: So shall my word be that goeth forth out of my mouth: it shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it." Not return void. Accomplish what He pleases. Prosper. Those are the promises under which Adoniram Judson labored in Burma, and those are the promises that were kept, and those are the promises that are still being kept in Myanmar today, and those are the promises that are available to every person who takes the Word of God and goes with it wherever God sends them.

The Lessons That Cost the Most to Learn

I have described a life of faith. Now I want to distill from it the lessons that only that kind of life produces — the lessons that cannot be learned in a classroom or a comfortable church service or a well-written book, but only in the living of it.

The first lesson is that God's timing is not our timing, and the difference between the two is not a mistake on His part. Six years of silence in Rangoon. Six years of preaching to people who were interested but not converting. Six years during which any reasonable assessment of the situation would have concluded that the mission was failing. But God was not working on a six-year timeline. He was working on a generational timeline, and the six silent years were the foundation of the harvest years, and the harvest years were only possible because the foundation had been laid with the kind of thoroughness that six years of patient, faithful, result-free labor produces.

If you are in a season that looks like silence — if you are praying and not seeing answers, working and not seeing fruit, trusting and not feeling the confirmation that trust is warranted — do not conclude that God has forgotten you or that the call was a mistake. Conclude that you are in your six years, and that the harvest is coming in the season that God has appointed for it, and that the faithfulness of the silence is as essential to the harvest as the preaching of the plenty.

The second lesson is that suffering is not the enemy of faith. It is the forge in which faith is made useful. The Adoniram Judson who arrived in Rangoon in 1813 was a man of genuine faith — converted, called, committed. But his faith was untested in the specific ways that the Burmese ministry would require. It had not yet been pressed to the point of breaking to discover that it would not break. It had not yet been stripped of every external support to discover that Jesus was sufficient when everything else was removed. The prison, the grief, the silence — these did not threaten the faith. They revealed it. They showed what was real and what was merely assumed, and burned away the assumed until only the real remained.

If you are in suffering — if the fire is currently upon you and you cannot see when or how it will end — do not ask only to be delivered from it. Ask also what it is producing in you. Not because suffering is intrinsically good, but because the God who permits it does not permit it randomly or carelessly. He permits it with purpose, and the purpose is always the same: to produce in His child the kind of faith, the kind of character, the kind of deep-rooted, weather-proof trust in His goodness that can only come from having needed Him absolutely and found Him absolutely sufficient.

The third lesson is that the harvest belongs to God, not to the one who sows. This lesson sounds simple. It is not simple. It is one of the hardest lessons in the Christian life because it cuts directly against the deep human need to see the fruit of our labor — to know that what we are doing is working, that the sacrifice is producing something, that the investment is earning a return we can observe.

Ann Judson never saw the harvest. She died before the river rose past ankle depth. She sowed in tears and went home before the reaping. And this is not an exception to the principle — it is the principle. The farmer who plants an orchard will die before the orchard reaches full maturity. The man who lays a foundation will not always live to see the building that rises on it. The woman who teaches a child the Scriptures may not see the day that child teaches those same Scriptures to her own children's children. We plant for harvests we may never see, and we trust the God of the harvest to bring in the sheaves whether we are there to witness it or not.

(John 4:37-38 KJV) "And herein is that saying true, One soweth, and another reapeth. I sent you to reap that whereon ye bestowed no labour: other men laboured, and ye are entered into their labours." One soweth, and another reapeth. In the economy of God, the sower and the reaper are equally honored, equally necessary, equally credited in the final accounting. Ann is not less honored than the missionaries who came after her and baptized hundreds. The Karen evangelist whose name history has not recorded is not less honored than the church planter whose name appears on every mission report. All of it — every act of faithful sowing in every generation — is known to God and kept by God and will be honored by God on the day when all accounts are settled.

The Particular Providence: How God Moves in One Life

One of the things I most want you to take from this story is a renewed confidence in what the theologians call particular providence — the specific, personal, attentive involvement of God in the details of an individual life.

I have described many moments in Judson's life that could only have been God. The death of Jacob Eames in the room next to his at exactly the moment in Judson's spiritual journey when that death would produce maximum impact. The ship to Mauritius that was available and sailing just when the British East India Company made Calcutta impossible. The pillow with the manuscript that was abandoned in the prison evacuation and recovered by Moung Ing before it was destroyed. The Pakan Woon's embezzlement — discovered at precisely the moment when his execution order against the foreign prisoners was ready to be carried out — ending with the executioner executed before his intended victims. Ann's fever breaking when the Burmese neighbors had already pronounced her dead. The date of October 24, 1840 — the completion of the Burmese Bible — exactly fourteen years to the day after Ann died.

Each of these individually might be explained as coincidence. Together, they are a pattern. And the pattern is the signature of a God who is not governing the universe from a distance, who is not managing general principles while the specific details sort themselves out. The pattern is the signature of a God who knows the number of hairs on every head, who orders the steps of the righteous, who causes all things to work together for good to those who love Him and are called according to His purpose.

Your life has a pattern too. I am not speaking sentimentally. I mean specifically: the events of your life — including the painful ones, including the confusing ones, including the ones that still make no sense to you even from the distance of years — are not random. They are not the product of a universe grinding forward indifferently while you make your way as best you can. They are the specific, intentional handiwork of a God who knows you by name and who is using everything that has happened to you — everything — to shape you for purposes that are larger than your current visibility allows you to see.

(Psalm 139:16 KJV) "Thine eyes did see my substance, yet being unperfect; and in thy book all my members were written, which in continuance were fashioned, when as yet there was none of them." In thy book all my members were written. Before there was a Adoniram Judson, God had written his story. Before there was a Burma, God had written the story of the Burmese church. Before there is a you — fully formed, fully known, your entire life still ahead — God has written your story. Not determining it in the sense that removes your responsibility and your freedom. But knowing it, holding it, working within it and through it and sometimes despite it, toward the good that He has purposed for you from before the foundation of the world.

What Ann Means: The Theology of the Hopea Tree

I want to say something about Ann that I have been building toward throughout this entire book. Something about what her life and death mean — not just for the Burma mission, not just for the history of American missions, but theologically. For the theology of how God uses human lives.

Ann Judson was thirty-seven years old when she died. She had given sixteen years of her adult life to Burma — from the 1812 voyage to her death in 1826. In those sixteen years she had mastered Burmese and Siamese, written a Burmese catechism, run a school for Burmese women and girls, served as the sole financial and logistical manager of the mission during the imprisonment, negotiated daily with corrupt officials for the survival of her husband, survived cerebral meningitis against all medical expectation, and established herself as one of the most effective missionaries in the history of the American church. All before the age of forty.

And then she died. Before the harvest. Before the hundreds and the thousands. Before she could see what her sixteen years of labor and her thirty-seven years of life had been building toward.

The theology of the hopea tree is this: God does not measure the significance of a life by its length. He measures it by its faithfulness. Ann's sixteen years of mission service accomplished more, in the economy of God, than sixty years of comfortable Christian living ever could. Not because suffering is the measure of value. But because the depth of surrender — the degree to which a life is given over to God's purposes rather than one's own — is the measure that matters. Ann gave everything. That everything, poured into Burma, became the root system of a church that is still drawing from it today.

(John 15:13 KJV) "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." Ann laid down her life. Not in a single dramatic act of martyrdom, though martyrdom would have been no surprise in the Burma of 1826. She laid it down day by day, choice by choice, bribe by bribe, petition by petition, bowl of rice by bowl of rice carried to a prison compound in a city at war. She laid it down in the accumulated choices of sixteen years that could each have been unmade, that together made up the irreversible commitment of a life fully given. And the friends for whom she laid it down are worshiping Jesus in Myanmar today, two million strong.

The Unfinished Story: What Is Still Being Written

I want to say something that the title page of the Burmese Bible says better than I can: the story is not finished.

'Translated by the Reverend A. Judson' — those words were printed on every edition of the Burmese Bible for over a century after Judson's death. They are still there. The translation is still being used. The churches planted in the nineteenth century are still growing in the twenty-first. The Karen church that began with Ko Tha-Byu's preaching in the 1820s has survived genocidal violence in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and is still standing, still worshiping, still bearing witness to the Jesus who sustained it through everything.

And the story extends beyond Myanmar. The Burma mission inspired a generation of missionary sending that spread the gospel to every inhabited continent on the face of the earth. The American Baptist Foreign Mission Society that Luther Rice built on the foundation of Judson's call sent missionaries to China, to India, to Africa, to South America, to the islands of the Pacific. The example of Ann Judson — the first American woman to serve as a foreign missionary — inspired hundreds of women in subsequent generations to answer the same call. The methods Judson developed for language learning, for translation work, for indigenous church planting — these became models that shaped the theory and practice of Protestant missions for a century.

The stone dropped in the pond in 1812 is still producing ripples. They are reaching shores that Adoniram Judson never saw and could not have imagined. Every ripple traces its origin back to a twenty-three-year-old man and his twenty-year-old wife standing on the deck of the Caravan watching New England disappear behind them, trusting a God who had sent them somewhere neither of them had been before.

(Daniel 12:3 KJV) "And they that be wise shall shine as the brightness of the firmament; and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars for ever and ever." Stars. For ever and ever. Ann Judson shines. Moung Nau shines. Ko Tha-Byu shines. Tha-e shines. Ko Dwah shines. Every unnamed Karen evangelist who carried the gospel into an unreached village shines. The brightness of their faithfulness is permanent, established in eternity, not subject to the dimming of time or the forgetting of history. God has not forgotten a single one of them. He will not forget a single one of you.

Your Lion's Den: The Question That Cannot Be Avoided

We have come, at last, to the question that this whole book has been building toward. Not as a rhetorical device. As a genuine, direct, personal question addressed to you, specifically, with the full weight of everything you have just read behind it.

What is your lion's den?

I do not mean: are you going to Burma? I mean something more fundamental than that. I mean: What is the place that Jesus is asking you to enter that frightens you? What is the surrender He is asking you to make that you have been postponing? What is the obedience you know is required of you that you have been avoiding by keeping yourself busy with lesser things?

Every genuine follower of Jesus Christ has a lion's den. Not necessarily a physical prison in a foreign country. But a place of surrender that feels dangerous. A giving-up of something held tightly. A step of trust taken in the direction that God is pointing when the feelings are arguing for the opposite direction. A commitment made in the knowledge that it will cost more than you can currently calculate and will produce fruit you may not live to see.

For some of you, the lion's den is a missionary call that you have been circling for years without answering. You know it. You feel the burden. You have done the reading. The communal confirmation is available if you seek it. The step of faith is the only thing remaining, and you have been standing at the edge of it for longer than you can honestly justify.

For others, the lion's den has nothing to do with geography. It is the conversation you have been avoiding with someone who needs to hear the gospel. The relationship you have been unwilling to invest in because it will cost you time and comfort you would rather spend elsewhere. The financial commitment to missions or to the poor that you know you should make but that you have been putting off until the finances feel more settled (which they never quite do). The leadership role you have been declining because stepping into it would expose you to criticism and failure in ways that staying comfortable does not.

For still others — and I want to name this with particular tenderness — the lion's den is suffering you are already in, not suffering you are choosing. It is the cancer diagnosis that arrived without warning. The marriage that collapsed without your consent. The child who walked away from the faith you raised them in. The calling that has gone silent for longer than you knew faith could survive silence. For you, the lion's den is not a choice to enter. You are already in it. The question is not whether to go in but how to trust God while you are there.

To all of you — to the one on the edge of the foreign call and the one avoiding the difficult conversation and the one already in the suffering that was not chosen — I want to say the same thing, because the same thing is true in all of your situations:

Jesus goes in first.

He always goes in first. He went into the death prison of Ava before Adoniram Judson arrived there in chains. He was already in the jungle hut when the grieving missionary arrived to build it. He was present in the fever that was killing Ann before Ann's husband even knew Ann was sick. He was in the empty lion's cage before it was offered as a room to a chained prisoner who needed somewhere to be alone. He does not send His people into dark places and then wait to see how they do. He goes before. He prepares the way. He is already there when you arrive, and His presence does not depend on your ability to feel it.

(Deuteronomy 31:8 KJV) "And the LORD, he it is that doth go before thee; he will be with thee, he will not fail thee, neither forsake thee: fear not, neither be dismayed." Go before. With thee. Not fail. Not forsake. Those are not the words of a God who observes at a distance. They are the words of the God who is in the room before you get there, who does not leave when the door closes, who sustains in the darkness what He began in the light. That God is in your lion's den. He was there before you arrived. He will be there when you leave. And He will use what happens in that den — even the most painful, most confusing, most apparently wasted parts of it — for a purpose that will be fully visible only in eternity but that is absolutely real right now.

The Final Word: What Judson Himself Would Say to You

I want to close this book by imagining — as carefully and as faithfully as I can from the evidence of his life, his letters, his diaries, and his preaching — what Adoniram Judson himself would say to you if he could speak directly into your life at this moment.

I think he would begin by telling you that he was not a hero. Not in the way the word is usually used. He was a man who was frightened and in pain and uncertain and sometimes deeply mistaken, who chose — day by day, choice by choice, for thirty-seven years — to trust Jesus Christ with the consequences of obeying His call. That is all. That is the whole of it. There is no secret technique. There is no special grade of spirituality. There is only the daily choice to trust, repeated until it becomes the habit of a life, and the God who honors that trust beyond anything the truster could ask or imagine.

I think he would tell you that the suffering is real but it is not the point. The point is Jesus. The point is the mission of God in the world. The point is the people in Myanmar — and in the thousand other places like Myanmar where the gospel is still arriving for the first time, where the river is still rising, where the chain from sending to preaching to hearing to believing is still being extended link by link by the faithful obedience of ordinary people who said here am I and meant it.

I think he would tell you that you will not regret it. Not the sacrifice. Not the risk. Not the cost. You will not stand before Jesus Christ on the last day and wish you had given less. You will not look back at a life of radical obedience and conclude that you paid too much. Every man or woman who has gone where God sent them and given what God asked for has come to the end of it saying — whatever the specific form of the suffering, whatever the specific shape of the loss — it was worth it. He is worth it. The gospel is worth it. The people it reaches are worth it.

And I think he would close by pointing you to the same Jesus he pointed every inquiring Burmese visitor to in the zayat in Rangoon. Not to himself. Not to his example. Not to the biography. To Jesus.

(Hebrews 12:2 KJV) "Looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God." Author and finisher. He began the faith in you, and He will complete it. He endured the cross for the joy set before Him — the joy of bringing many sons and daughters to glory, of presenting to His Father a redeemed humanity drawn from every tribe and tongue and people and nation, the harvest of His suffering gathered at last in full. You are part of that joy. The mission you are called to — whatever form it takes, however ordinary or extraordinary the lion's den you are asked to enter — is part of the joy that was set before Him. And He will not stop until all of it is accomplished.

The River That Will Not Stop Rising

I want to end where Ezekiel's vision ends — not at ankle depth, not at waist depth, but at the place where the river is too deep to cross and must be swum. (Ezekiel 47:9 KJV) "And it shall come to pass, that every thing that liveth, which moveth, whithersoever the rivers shall come, shall live." Shall live. Everything the river touches shall live. That is the promise of the gospel going to every nation — not that some will be reached, not that many will respond, not that a good percentage of the world's population will eventually have access to the message of Jesus Christ. Everything the river touches shall live.

The river touched Burma in 1813 when a young American missionary stepped onto the dock at Rangoon with a manuscript and a calling and a faith that had already survived more than most people's faith survives in a lifetime. The river touched the Karen people in the 1820s when Ko Tha-Byu carried the news from village to village that the Creator God had sent His Son and the lost book had been found. The river has been rising ever since, and it is still rising, and nothing in heaven or earth will stop it until it has reached every shore and touched every life and fulfilled every promise that the God of all creation made when He sent His Son into the world He loved.

Adoniram Judson's life was one current in that river. A strong current, shaped by suffering and sustained by grace, that ran from a Massachusetts inn corridor in 1808 to an Indian Ocean burial in 1850 and produced, in those forty-two years, two million reasons why the river was worth entering.

Your life is another current. Shaped differently, sustained by the same grace, called to different specific obediences in different specific places — but part of the same river, flowing from the same Source, toward the same sea.

Enter it. Trust it. Swim when you must and walk when you can and wade when the going is uncertain, but stay in the river. Because the river is where Jesus is, and Jesus is where life is, and life — real life, the kind that not even death can touch — is the whole point of everything.

(John 10:10 KJV) "The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy: I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly." I am come. Present tense. Not came, not will come — am come. Jesus is always arriving. He is arriving right now, in your life, in your circumstances, in your lion's den, in the specific moment you are inhabiting as you read these words. He is come that you might have life. Abundantly. Not cautiously, not minimally, not just enough to get by. Abundantly — overflowing, more than sufficient, inexhaustible, the kind of life that can be poured out completely and given away entirely and still be full, because its source is not the pourer but the God who pours.

Ann Judson knew that life. Adoniram Judson knew it. Moung Nau knew it. Ko Tha-Byu knew it. Two million believers in Myanmar know it. And it is available to you, in exactly the form you need, in exactly the moment you need it, from exactly the God who has always been reaching toward you — who was watching the road long before you thought to turn around, who has been running toward you since the moment you first took a step in His direction.

Here am I. Send me.

Say it. Mean it. Let it be the beginning of the next chapter — the one that has your name on it, that only you can write, that the God of Adoniram Judson and Ann Judson and two million Burmese believers is waiting with extraordinary eagerness to help you fill.

* * *

Soli Deo Gloria

To God alone be the glory

[image: ]

How to Live in the Miraculous!

This is a quick explanation of how to live and move in the realm of the miraculous. Seeing divine interventions of God is not something that just spontaneously happens because you have been born-again. There are certain biblical principles and truths that must be evident in your life. This is a very basic list of some of these truths and laws:

1.​You must give Jesus Christ your whole heart. You cannot be lackadaisical in this endeavour. Being lukewarm in your walk with God is repulsive to the Lord. He wants 100% commitment. Jesus gave His all, now it is our turn to give our all. He loved us 100%. Now we must love Him 100%.

My son, give me thine heart, and let thine eyes observe my ways (Proverbs 23:26).

So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spew thee out of my mouth (Revelation 3:16).

2.​There must be a complete agreement with God’s Word. We must be in harmony with the Lord in our attitude, actions, thoughts, and deeds. Whatever the Word of God declares in the New Testament is what we wholeheartedly agree with.

Can two walk together, except they be agreed? (Amos 3:3).

For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to shew himself strong in the behalf of them whose heart is perfect toward him (2 Chronicles 16:9).

3.​Obey and do the Word from the heart, from the simplest to the most complicated request or command. No matter what the Word says to do, do it! Here are some simple examples: Lift your hands in praise, in everything give thanks, forgive instantly, gather together with the saints, and give offerings to the Lord, and so on.

I can of mine own self do nothing: as I hear, I judge: and my judgment is just; because I seek not mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent me (John 5:30).

4.​Make Jesus the highest priority of your life. Everything you do, do not do it as unto men, but do it as unto God.

If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God. Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth (Colossians 3:1-2).

5.​Die to self! The old man says, “My will be done!” The new man says, “God’s will be done!”

I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me (Galatians 2:20).

Now if we be dead with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him (Romans 6:8).

6.​Repent the minute you get out of God’s will—no matter how minor, or small the sin may seem.

(Revelation 3:19).

As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten: be zealous therefore, and repent.

7. Take one step at a time. God will test you (not to do evil) to see if you will obey him. Whatever He tells you to do: by His Word, by His Spirit, or within your conscience, do it. He will never tell you to do something contrary to His nature or His Word!

For whosoever shall do the will of my Father which is in heaven, the same is my brother, and sister, and mother (Matthew 12:50).

Then went he down, and dipped himself seven times in Jordan, according to the saying of the man of God: and his flesh came again like unto the flesh of a little child, and he was clean (2 Kings 5:14).
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