William Carey and the Faith to Plod
By John Miller

When it comes to the history of Christian missions and church planting, one of the first names to enter our minds is William Carey.  For many of us, he is one of our heroes whom God greatly used to further the work of taking the gospel of Jesus Christ to the nations.  

But Carey’s own assessment of himself was much more humble.  In a letter addressed to Andrew Fuller in 1800, Carey wrote, “…respecting myself, I have much proof of the vileness of my heart, much more than I thought of till lately:  instead I often fear that instead of being instrumental in the conversion of the heathen, I may sometimes dishonor the cause in which I am engaged.  I have hitherto had much experience of the daily supports of a gracious God, but am conscious that if those supports were intermitted but for a little time, my sinful dispositions would infallibly predominate.  At present I am kept, but am not one of those who are strong and do exploits.”  

There was only one thing Carey would say about himself:  he was a plodder.  Writing to his nephew, Carey said, “Eustace, if after my removal anyone should think it worth his while to write my life, I will give you a criterion by which you may judge its correctness.  If he gives me the credit for being a plodder, he will describe me justly.  Anything beyond this will be too much.  I can plod.  I can persevere in any pursuit.  To this I owe everything.”  


Certainly, Carey persevered in the work of church planting through many difficulties and discouragements.  Consider just a few of the difficulties Carey faced: the strangeness of a new culture, coping with little Christian fellowship, personal struggles with illness and depression, the loss of a child and a wife suffering from mental illness, along with seeing little to no fruit from the first several years of his labor among the people of India.  What enabled Carey to continue to plod through so many discouragements?  What will enable missionaries and church planters today to be “plodders?”

While God used many means to sustain Carey as a plodder, such as letters (which might take over a year to arrive!) and support from those holding the rope in England, ultimately it was Jesus Christ Himself who sustained Carey and gave him the ability to doggedly persevere.  It was Christ who sustained Carey’s Spirit-born faith, giving him hope in the midst of every discouragement.  As Carey once wrote to Fuller, “We are determined to hold on, though our discouragements be a thousand times greater.  We have the same ground of hope as you in England – the promise, power and faithfulness of God.”


Carey was able to hold on because he held on to the promises of God, that Christ is building His Church (Mt 16:19) by gathering His elect from every tribe and language and people and nation (Rev. 5:9) through the use of means like Carey himself (Rom. 10:14-15).  Carey believed in the power of God, that the same power that raised Christ from the dead is at work bringing spiritually dead unbelievers to new life in Christ (Eph. 1:19-20).  Carey trusted in the faithfulness of Christ, that He would never leave him or forsake him, but was with him always.  Let us pray that God would sustain in each of us, and especially in our missionaries and church planters, such faith to plod!  

