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I
magine a quiz master at the fi nals of the All 
Indian Universities’ competition. He asks the 
best-informed Indian students, “Who was 

William Carey?”All hands go up simultaneously. 
He decides to give everyone a chance to answer.

A Quiz:  Who Was William Carey?

Botanist

“William Carey was the botanist,” answers 
a science student, “after whom Careya herbaceais 
named. It is one of the three varieties of eucalyp-
tus found only in India.” 

 “Carey brought the English daisy to India 
and introduced the Linnaean system to gardening. 
He also published the fi rst books on science and 
natural history in India such as Flora Indica, be-
cause he believed the biblical view, ‘All Th y Works 
praise Th ee, O Lord.’ Carey believed that nature 
is declared ‘good’ by its Creator. It is not maya 
(illusion) to be shunned, but a subject worthy of 
human study. He frequently lectured on science 
and tried to inject a basic scientifi c presupposition 
into the Indian mind that even lowly insects are 
not souls in bondage, but creatures worthy of our 
attention.”

Industrialist

“William Carey was the fi rst Englishman 
to introduce the steam engine to India and the 
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Vishal and Ruth Mangalwadi

fi rst to make indigenous paper for the publishing 
industry,” pipes up the student of mechanical en-
gineering. “Carey encouraged Indian blacksmiths 
to make copies of his engine using local materials 
and skills.”

Economist

“William Carey,” announces an economics 
major, “who introduced the idea of savings banks 
to India to fi ght the all-pervasive social evil of 
usury. Carey believed that God, being righteous, 
hated usury and thought that lending at the inter-
est of 36 to 72 percent made investment, industry, 
commerce and the economic development of 
India impossible.” 

“Th e moral dimensions of Carey’s economic 
eff orts,” the student continues, “have assumed spe-
cial importance in India since the trustworthiness 
of the savings banks has become questionable, due 
to the greed and corruption of the bankers and 
the nationalization of the banks in the name of 
socialism. Th e all-pervasive culture of bribery has, 
in many cases, pushed the interest rates up to as 
much as 100 percent and made credit unavailable 
to honest entrepreneurs.”

“In order to attract European capital to India 
and to modernize Indian agriculture, economy 
and industry, Carey also advocated the policy that 
Europeans should be allowed to own land and 
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property in India. Initially, the British Government 
was against such a policy because of its question-
able results in the United States. But by the time 
of Carey’s death, the same government had ac-
knowledged the far-reaching economic wisdom of 
his stand. Likewise our Indian government, after 
one-half century of destructive xenophobia, has 
again opened the doors for Western capital and 
industry.”

Medical Humanitarian

“William Carey was the fi rst man,” asserts a 
medical student, “who led the campaign for a hu-
mane treatment for leprosy patients. Until his time, 
they were sometimes buried or burned alive in In-
dia because of the belief that a violent end purifi ed 
the body and ensured transmigration into a healthy 
new existence. Natural death by disease was be-
lieved to result in four successive births and a fi fth 
as a leper. Carey believed that Jesus’ love touches 
leprosy patients so they should be cared for.”

Media Pioneer

Th e student of printing technology stands up 
next. “Dr. William Carey was the father of print 
technology in India. He brought to India the mod-
ern science of printing and publishing and then 
taught and developed it. He built what was then 
the largest press in India. Most printers had to buy 
their fonts from his press at Serampore.”

“William Carey,” responds a student of mass 
communications, “established the fi rst newspaper 
ever printed in any oriental language because he 
believed that, ‘Above all forms of truth and faith, 
Christianity seeks free discussion.’ His English-
language journal, Friend of India, was the force 
that gave birth to the Social Reform Movement in 
India in the fi rst half of the 19th century.” 

Agriculturalist

“William Carey was the founder of the Agri-
Horticultural Society in the 1820’s, thirty years 
before the Royal Agricultural Society was estab-
lished in England,” says the postgraduate student 
of agriculture. “Carey did a systematic survey of 

agriculture in India, wrote for agriculture reform in 
the journal Asiatic Researches and exposed the evils 
of the indigo cultivation system two generations 
before it collapsed.”

“Carey did all this,” adds the agriculturist, “not 
because he was hired to do it, but because he was 
horrifi ed to see that three-fi fths of one of the fi nest 
countries in the world, full of industrious inhabit-
ants, had been allowed to become an uncultivated 
jungle abandoned to wild beasts and serpents.”

Translator and Educator

“Carey was the fi rst man to translate and 
publish great Indian religious classics such as the 
Ramayana and philosophical treaties such as Sam-
khya into English,” says the student of literature. 
“Carey transformed Bengali, which was previously 
considered ‘fi t only for demons and women’ into 
the foremost literary language of India. He wrote 
gospel ballads in Bengali to bring the Hindu love 
of musical recitations to the service of his Lord. 
He also wrote the fi rst Sanskrit dictionary for 
scholars.”

“Carey was a British cobbler,” joins in the 
student of education, “who became a professor of 
Bengali, Sanskrit and Marathi at the Fort Wil-
liam College in Calcutta where civil servants were 
trained. Carey began dozens of schools for Indian 
children of all castes and launched the fi rst college 
in Asia at Serampore, near Calcutta. He wanted to 
develop the Indian mind and liberate it from the 
darkness of superstition. For nearly 3,000 years, 
India’s religious culture had denied most Indians 
free access to knowledge, and the Hindu, Mughal 
and British rulers had gone along with this high 
caste strategy to keep the masses in the bondage 
of ignorance. Carey displayed enormous spiritual 
strength in standing against the priests who had a 
vested interest in depriving the masses of the free-
dom and power that comes from the knowledge of 
truth.”

Astronomer

“William Carey introduced the study of as-
tronomy into the Subcontinent,” declares a student 
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of mathematics. “He cared deeply about the de-
structive cultural ramifi cations of astrology—fatal-
ism, superstitious fear and an inability to organize 
and manage time.”

“Carey wanted to introduce India to the 
scientifi c culture of astronomy. He did not believe 
that the heavenly bodies are ‘deities that governed 
our lives.’ He knew that human beings are cre-
ated to govern nature, and that the sun, moon and 
the planets are created to assist us in our task of 
governing. Carey thought that the heavenly bod-
ies ought to be carefully studied since the Creator 
had made them to be signs or markers. Th ey help 
divide the monotony of the universe into direc-
tions—East, West, North and South—and of time 
into days, years and seasons. Th ey make it possible 
for us to devise calendars, study geography and his-
tory and plan our lives, our work and our societies. 
Th e culture of astronomy sets us free to be rulers, 
whereas the culture of astrology makes us subjects, 
our lives determined by our stars.”

Library Pioneer

A post-graduate student of library science 
stands up next. “William Carey,” she reveals, “pio-
neered the idea of lending libraries in the Subcon-
tinent.” 

“While the East India Company was im-
porting shiploads of ammunition and soldiers to 
subdue India, Carey asked his friends to load edu-
cational books and seeds into those same ships. He 
believed these would facilitate his task of regener-
ating Indian soil and empowering Indian people to 
embrace ideas that would generate freedom of the 
mind. Carey’s objective was to create indigenous 
literature in the vernacular. But until such indig-
enous literature was available, Indians needed to 
receive knowledge and wisdom from around the 
world to catch up quickly with other cultures. He 
wanted to make worldwide information available 
to Indians through lending libraries.”

Forest Conservationist

“William Carey was an evangelist,” maintains 
the student from the Indian Forest Institute. “He 

thought that ‘if the gospel fl ourishes in India, the 
wilderness will, in every respect, become a fruit-
ful fi eld.’ He became the fi rst man in India to 
write essays on forestry, almost 50 years before 
the government made its very fi rst attempt at 
forest conservation in Malabar. Carey vigorously 
advocated and practiced the cultivation of timber, 
giving practical advice on how to plant trees for 
environmental, agricultural and commercial pur-
poses. His motivation came from the belief that 
God has made man responsible for the earth. It 
was in response to Carey’s journal, Friend of India, 
that the government fi rst appointed Dr. Brandis of 
Bonn to care for the forests of Burma and arranged 
for the supervision of the forests of South India by 
Dr. Clegham.”

Advocate for Women’s Rights

“William Carey,” argues a female social sci-
ence scholar “was the fi rst man to stand against 
both the ruthless murders and the widespread 
oppression of women, virtually synonymous with 
Hinduism in the 18th and 19th centuries. Th e 
male in India was crushing the female through po-
lygamy, female infanticide, child marriage, widow-
burning, euthanasia and forced female illiteracy, all 
sanctioned by religion. Th e British Government 
timidly accepted these social evils as being an 
irreversible and intrinsic part of India’s religious 
mores. Carey began to conduct systematic socio-
logical and scriptural research. He published his 
reports in order to raise public opinion and protest 
both in Bengal and in England. He infl uenced a 
whole generation of civil servants, his students at 
Fort William College, to resist these evils. Carey 
opened schools for girls. When widows converted 
to Christianity, he arranged marriages for them 
rather than allowing them to be burned alive. It 
was Carey’s persistent 25 year battle against sati 
that fi nally led to Lord Bentinck’s famous Edict in 
1829, banning one of the most abominable of all 
religious practices in the world: widow-burning.”

Public Servant

“William Carey,” pronounces a student of 
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public administration, “who initially was not al-
lowed to enter British India because the East 
India Company was against proselytizing Hindus. 
Th erefore, Carey worked in the Danish territory of 
Serampore. But because the Company could not 
fi nd a suitable professor of Bengali for Fort Wil-
liam College, he was later invited to teach there. 
During his professorship, lasting 30 years, Carey 
transformed the ethos of the British administra-
tion from indiff erent imperial exploitation to ‘civil’ 
service.”

Moral Reformer

“William Carey,” refl ects a student of Indian 
philosophy, “was a preacher who revived the an-
cient idea that ethics and morality were inseparable 
from religion. Th is had been an important assump-
tion underlying the Vedic religion. But the Upa-
nishadic teachers separated ethics from spirituality. 
Th ey thought that the human self (Atman) was the 
divine Self (Brahma). Th erefore, our spirit can-
not sin. Our Atman only gets deluded and begins 
to imagine itself as distinct from God. What we 
require is not deliverance from sin but enlighten-
ment, i.e., a direct experience of our divinity. Th is 
denial of human sinfulness and emphasis on the 
mystical experience of our divinity made it possible 
for us in India to be intensely ‘religious,’ yet at the 
same time unabashedly immoral.”

“Carey began to affi  rm that human beings 
were sinners and needed both forgiveness for sin 
and deliverance from its power over them. He 
taught that it was not ignorance, but sin, that had 
separated us from God; therefore, it was impos-
sible to please God without holiness. According to 
him, true spirituality began only when we repented 
of our sin. Th is teaching revolutionized the 19th 
century religious scene in India. For example, 
after Raja Ram Mohun Roy, one of the greatest 
Hindu scholars of that century, came in contact 
with Carey and the others at Serampore, he began 
to question seriously the spirituality then preva-
lent in India. Raja Ram Mohun Roy concluded, 
‘Th e consequence of my long and uninterrupted 
research into religious truth has been that I have 

found the doctrine of Christ more conducive to 
moral principles, and better adapted for the use of 
rational beings, than any other which has come to 
my knowledge.’”

Transformer of Culture

A student of history stands up last. “Dr. Wil-
liam Carey was the father of the Indian Renais-
sance of the 19th and 20th centuries. Hindu India 
had reached its intellectual, artistic, architectural 
and literary zenith by the 11th century AD. After 
the absolute monism of Adi Shankaracharya be-
gan to sweep the Indian subcontinent in the 12th 
century, the creative springs of humanity dried 
up and India’s great decline began. Th e material 
environment, human rationality and all that en-
riches human culture became suspect. Asceticism, 
untouchability, mysticism, the occult, superstition, 
idolatry, witchcraft and oppressive beliefs and prac-
tices became the hallmark of Indian culture. Th e 
invasion, exploitation and the resulting political 
dominance of foreign rulers made matters worse.”

“Into this chaos Carey came and initiated the 
process of India’s reform. He saw India not as a 
foreign country to be exploited, but as his heav-
enly Father’s land to be loved and served, a society 
where truth, not ignorance, needed to rule. Carey’s 
movement culminated in the birth of Indian na-
tionalism and of India’s subsequent independence. 
Carey believed that God’s image was in man, not 
in idols; therefore, it was oppressed humanity that 
ought to be served. He believed in understanding 
and controlling nature instead of fearing, appeas-
ing or worshiping it; in developing one’s intel-
lect instead of killing it, as mysticism taught. He 
emphasized enjoying literature and culture instead 
of shunning it as maya. His this-worldly spiritual-
ity, with as strong an emphasis on justice and love 
for others as on love for God, marked the turn-
ing point of Indian culture from a downward to 
an upward trend. Th e early Indian leaders of the 
Hindu Renaissance, such as Raja Ram Mohun 
Roy, Keshub Chandra Sen and others, drew their 
inspiration from William Carey and those associ-
ated with him.”



William Carey International Development Journal
Special Issue: William Carey’s 250th Birthday

www.wciujournal.org

6 • William Carey International Development Journal

So Who Was William Carey?

William Carey was all of these things and 
thus a central character in the story of the modern-
ization of India. Carey also pioneered the Protes-
tant Church in India and translated or published 
the Bible in 40 diff erent Indian languages. He was 
an evangelist who used every available medium to 
illuminate the dark facets of India with the light of 
truth.

Excerpt from Th e Legacy of William Carey, 
by Vishal and Ruth Mangalwadi, 1999 Crossway 
Books. Used by permission of the author.



W
illiam Carey, the worker with a big 

vision is equally known for his practi-

cal pursuits putting faith into practice 

as much as the proclamation of the Gospel. Th e 

Gospel for him was not only for salvation of the 

“soul”; and therefore gave him access into several 

areas of life in India.  His was a holistic purpose in 

every sense of the word.

We read brief references to Carey as an ag-

riculturist or a botanist scattered here and there, 

and I have been eager to explore this further. To 

my delight I stumbled across Th e Life of Wil-

liam Carey, a book by George Smith published 

in 1922.1   Being interested in some aspects of 

the fi eld myself, this was pure serendipity!2 Carey, 

Smith writes, was

“...an erudite botanist. Had he arrived in 
Calcutta a few days earlier than he did, he 
would have been appointed to the place 
for which sheer poverty led him to apply, 
in the Company’s Botanical Garden, es-
tablished ...for the collection of indigenous 
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William Carey, the Agriculturalist

Ken Gnanakan

and acclimatisation of foreign plants… 
One of Carey’s fi rst requests was for seeds 
and instruments, not merely from scientifi c 
reasons, but that he might carry out his early 
plan of working with his hands as a farmer 
while he evangelised the people.”3

Smith refers to Carey as “the gentle botanist” 

who engaged in this recreation “in the interest of 

his body as well as of his otherwise overtasked 

spirit.” Such engagement in kingdom activity must 

fl ow from a theology that legitimizes all activity 

in God’s world as God’s purposes. Th is was un-

doubtedly true – Carey, being a devout Calvinist, 

regarded creation as God’s handiwork.4

Carey procured fi ve acres of land in Serampo-

re (near Calcutta) and planted trees which had not 

been known to that region. Th ere was “mahogany 

and deodar, the teak and tamarind, the carob and 

eucalyptus.” He was very careful to record the date 

of planting and meticulously checked on the rate 

of growth. Th e trees grew to becoming a welcom-

ing abode to all who visited. “Th e garden” was 

Dr. Ken Gnanakan is the Executive Director of the International Council of Higher Education. He also serves as Director 
of the ACTS Group of Institutions in India which includes primary and secondary schools, colleges and a private univer-
sity, William Carey University in North East India. He teaches in universities in India and in other parts of the world on 
varied subjects such as management, environment, education, theology and philosophies.
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more than a place of recreation. “It was his oratory, 

the scene of prayer and meditation, the place where 

he began and ended the day of light.”5

It was not merely the planting of trees; Carey 

was interested in the prevalence of a scientifi c 

foundation. He introduced the “Linnaean classi-

fi cation” to India, and began the enormous task of 

recording and classifying Indian plants. (Modern 

biological classifi cation has its root in the work of 

Carolus Linnaeus, who grouped species according 

to physical characteristics.)

William Carey was soon to become an ag-
ricultural reformer. He was concerned about the 
state of agriculture in the district, and urged vari-
ous improvements.  “Th e soils, the “extremely poor” 
people, their “proportionally simple and wretched 
farming utensils,” the cattle, the primitive irriga-
tion alluded to in Deuteronomy (11:10) as” water-
ing with the foot,” and the modes of ploughing 
and reaping, were all a matter of his concern.6

Carey considered various aspects of hemp 
and jute plants, oil-seeds, the cultivation of wheat, 
pulses, “egg-plant, the capsicums, the cucumbers, 
the arum roots, turmeric, ginger, and sugar-cane” 
and all to help improve methods of growing and 
helping the poor.  He was soon ready to cause his 
experiments to receive wider application; and on 
15th April 1820, issued a “Prospectus” launch-
ing the “Agricultural and Horticultural Society in 
India.” 

Th e Society gradually grew into having an in-
fl uence on individuals and institutions with various 
studies being propagated to improve agricultural 
methods. In 1842, the Agri-Horticultural Society 
resolved to honour its founder; the then president 
stated – “... the late Reverend Dr. William Carey, 
who unceasingly applied his great talents, abili-
ties, and infl uence in advancing the happiness of 
India—more especially by the spread of an im-
proved system of husbandry and gardening inspires 
our desire to mark, by some permanent record, 
their sense of his transcendent worth, by placing a 
marble bust to his memory.”7

I write about Carey as an agriculturist with a 
deep desire for a practical engagement of Chris-
tians in resolving the problem of food security 
among the poor. Th e crisis we face is looming large, 
and this is of grave concern. UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon recently said that the world’s poorest 
countries are facing “a real prospect of a new crisis 
in food and nutrition security.”

If we truly believe in God as creator, and that 
we are caretakers of God’s creation, then Carey’s 
example should be one that will make us more 
concerned Christians. 

Footnotes

1. George Smith, Th e Life of William Carey (Lon-
don: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1922), 216.

2. My interest in ecology and the environment has 
led me to membership of the International Ecological 
Engineering Society, Switzerland with a heavy focus on 
agriculture and food security.

3. Smith, 219.

4. http://www.reformedreader.org/rbb/carey/cain-
dex.htm

5. Smith, 222.

6. Ibid., 227.

7. Ibid., 239.



“In some languages they (ie Carey and Marsh-

man) stand unrivalled; others they are putting into 

the press without knowing a word of them or being 

able to read the characters in which they are written.”1

W
illiam Carey was a fruitful servant of 

the Lord. His perseverance and pro-

ductivity have been matched by few 

others.  What was his secret to making so much 

progress in Bible translation? He (and Marsh-

man) “believed that a faulty translation was better 

than none.”2 Th us, he felt free to facilitate a large 

quantity of work without the pressures of perfec-

tionism. He recognized that translation work is 

a process, and accepted the tension inherent in 

striving for both quantity and quality. 

Carey described himself as a “plodder” when 

writing to his nephew.  “Eustace, if after my re-

moval any one should think it worth his while to 

write my Life, I will give you a criterion by which 

you may judge of its correctness. If he give me 

credit for being a plodder he will describe me just-

ly. Anything beyond this will be too much. I can 

plod. I can persevere in any defi nite pursuit. To 

this I owe everything.”3  He spent decades plod-

ding through translation in his favorite language. 

In all, he published fi ve editions of the Old Testa-
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William Carey’s Current Contribution 
to Bible Translation: Wyclipedia

RYE

ment and eight editions of the New Testament in 

Bengali. Another example of his “plodding” can 

be found in his response to the devastating 1812 

fi re at Serampore. He wrote a letter about it to 

a Dr. Ryland on March 25th,  1812.— “I wish 

to submit to His sovereign will, nay, cordially to 

acquiesce therein, and to examine myself rigidly to 

see what in me has contributed to this evil. I now, 

however, turn to the bright side…and the merci-

ful circumstances which attend even this stroke of 

God’s rod; but I will principally notice what will 

tend to cheer the heart of everyone who feels for 

the cause of God. Our loss, so far as I can see, is 

reparable in a much shorter time than I should at 

fi rst have supposed.”4  Embracing the destruction 

as needed humbling, reproof from God, Carey 

lead others in resuming the work as quickly as 

possible, even viewing the loss of fi rst drafts posi-

tively inasmuch as the second drafts were superior. 

Furthermore, many Europeans awoke to the cause 

as a result, expressing overwhelming support.

Carey was a productive plodder. Early on, he 

had trained himself to consistently study Scrip-

tures in other languages. George Smith shares 

that, “From the time of his youth, when he re-

alised the self-evidencing power of the Bible, 
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Carey’s unbroken habit was to begin every morn-

ing by reading one chapter of the Bible, fi rst in 

English, and then in each of the languages, soon, 

numbering six, which he had himself learned.”5

Th is was a good foundation for his latter 
work. Figures vary, but it seems that, in all, Se-
rampore produced approximately 44 Bibles. Of 
these projects Carey himself was directly involved 
in 28, of which seven included the entire Bible. 
“Most of these Serampore versions were, it is true, 
fi rst attempts and have been superseded by more 
accurate versions, but the fi rst step is always the 
most important one, and this was taken by Carey 
and his brethren.”6

His Motive

Carey believed the Word of God to be of eter-
nal import. Th e Mangalwadis phrase it in this way: 
“[C]arey spent enormous energy in translating and 
promoting the Bible, because as a modern man he 
believed that God’s revelation alone could remove 
superstition…”7  Carey himself said “Schemes of 
temporal relief, however praiseworthy, can only 
extend their benefi cial infl uence through the term 
of human life; but to impart the Word of Life to 
those who have it not, is an exercise of benevolence 
as far transcending in importance all inferior plans 
of charity, as the interests of eternity outweigh 
those of time.”8

Carey was focused. “Carey became utterly 
consumed with the need to record, write and 
understand the local languages – in order that he 
might deliver the Bible to the people.”9 Th us, he 
had little time for distractions: “You, madam,” he 
wrote in 1797 to a lady as to many a correspon-
dent, “will excuse my brevity when I inform you 
that all my time for writing letters is stolen from 
the work of transcribing the Scriptures into the 
Bengali language.”10

His Approach

Sanskrit was a philological key that unlocked 
the meaning to many other languages. Carey 
claimed it sometimes gave him the meaning of 4 

out of 5 words in other (Indo-Aryan) tongues.11  
Th us, he adopted an approach of a “mother transla-
tion” and “daughter translations.”12

Carey’s organizational methodology was 
ahead of his time. He ably organized resources 
like natives, typesetters, European support, col-
leagues, and a successor.  Carey gathered pundits 
and munshies from all over India to write rough 
drafts. Th en, they read over one another’s work, 
discussing diffi  culties they encountered and off er-
ing other helpful feedback.13  Marshman, who had 
been trained in the original languages, served as a 
kind of quality control consultant, editing even the 
work of Carey. On one occasion, he commented 
that a Persian New Testament would do much 
good “though it be not wholly free from imperfec-
tions.”14

Cluster Projects

Translation work seems to have changed 
through time. As recently as the last century, a typ-
ical model involved one translator couple and one 
language group. However, exciting advancements 
are under way. SIL15 comments that the cluster 
approach, “[I]nvolves a consultant team working 
alongside teams from several related languages,” 
which “takes advantage of these languages’ lin-
guistic and cultural similarities, enabling … more 
effi  cient progress…”16

JAARS explains that these clusters can 
be grouped according to linguistic similarities, 
geographical proximity, social networks, or de-
nominational affi  liations. Clusters provide obvious 
advantages. A few that consultant John Nystrom17 
shares include: each translator contributes unique 
strengths to the team, resources (human, techno-
logical, etc.) are shared, and consultants can work 
on “all the ‘daughter’ translations simultaneously, 
since they will all be very similar.” Th is is reminis-
cent of Carey’s approach, “a body of able Native 
Biblical Critics may be gradually formed, to carry 
forward the translations till they have received 
their fi nal improvement.” Th at is, using the natives, 
“secures in the translations a degree of perfection 
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unattainable by the [Europeans].”18 An indirect 
blessing from this model is that these translators 
grow spiritually. “In the translation strategy, lan-
guage helpers are ‘tutored’ in the Scriptures dur-
ing the translation process, thus getting an ideal 
training for starting and leading an indigenous 
church.”19

Th ese kinds of improvements are much 
needed.  Current estimates suggest that about 
340 million people speaking 2,078 languages 
may have a need for Bible translation to begin.20  
Wycliff e Bible Translators’ Vision 202521 hopes to 
see a Bible translation program in place in every 
language still needing one by 2025. At the same 
time that progress ought to be accelerated, some 
statistics point to a decline in the kingdom work-
ers available to join in this movement. G. Gravelle 
notes that, “Now the number of people training in 
the West to do Bible translation is on the decline. 
For example, new annual membership in Wycliff e 
Bible Translators USA has declined by about 45 
percent since it peaked in 1988. Total member-
ship of that organization has declined by about 27 
percent since 1995 when membership was at its 
highest.”22

Can Carey currently contribute to the cause? 

Yes.

Wyclipedia

Employing Serampore’s philosophy of collab-
oration, with an emphasis on effi  cient production, 
we see the value in Wyclipedia, so named because 
of its wikipedia format and Wycliffi  an purpose. 
Here is an example of a wiki, and background 
information about John Wycliff e:

“Wikipedia [a popular wiki] is a free, web-
based, collaborative, multilingual encyclopedia 
project … whose… 18 million articles have been 
written collaboratively by volunteers around the 
world, and almost all of its articles can be edited by 
anyone with access to the site.”23

John Wycliff e is arguably the fi rst person to 
translate the complete English Bible.24 Th us, Dan-

iel Webster penned,  

“Th e Avon to the Severn runs, 

Th e Severn, to the sea, 

And Wycliff e’s dust shall spread abroad 

Wide as the waters be.”

Contributing to the acceleration of the pace 
of Bible translation ought to be easy. Many have 
training and interests that can be channeled into 
Bible translation. For instance, in North America, 
countless believers have some formal training, such 
as seminary, that could be useful in exegetical con-
sulting. Numerous immigrant churches speak the 
languages of wider communication, such as Hausa 
and Hindi,  of the places where translation projects 
need to begin. Yet, somehow, these have not con-
nected to the work of Bible translation.

Th e solution: Wyclipedia.  

As a wiki, Wyclipedia could allow volunteers 
to easily contribute their biblical and linguistic 
gifts towards the cause of Bible translation. Th ose 
from similar language groups, those who are cur-
rently students, those who have health issues, etc. 
can actively help others read God’s Word in the 
language of their hearts.

Th e positive impact is obvious. Progress will 
be exponentially expedited. Workers will feel en-
couraged and less isolated. Churches will feel more 
connected to God’s great work of Bible translation.

What about quality control? Before Th e Word 
is ready for publishing,  well trained experts will 
provide the fi nal editing touches. Th eir workload 
will be dramatically reduced because of the work 
of many others. Additionally, more people may 
become interested in this type of valuable service 
as Wyclipedia opens their eyes to its importance.

Wyclipedia serves the task of getting God’s 
Word to those who have yet to hear. Wyclipedia 
engages people with trained minds and/or zeal-
ous hearts. Wyclipedia is the answer for the next 
generation of Bible translation.
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“Few people know what may be done till they 
try, and persevere in what they undertake.” –William 
Carey

http://wyclipedia.missiodigio.com/
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N
ot long ago I had the privilege of teach-

ing the Perspectives lesson on “Pioneers 

of the World Christian Movement” to a 

fi ne group at the YWAM base in Tijuana, Mexico. 

Among those chosen to be explored were William 

Carey – and his fi rst wife Dorothy. Th e story of his 

Enquiry (1792), and iconic service in India until 

death in 1834, was a familiar inspiration to sev-

eral. But, as one young couple shared over lunch, 

with their delightful children present, “We’d never 

heard of Dorothy – and combining work overseas 

and family is what we’re really praying about right 

now.”
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On June 10, 1781, the 19 year-old shoe-

maker William Carey married 25 year-old Doro-

thy Plackett, a farmer’s daughter, in Piddington, 

Northhamptonshire. How they met is unclear, but 

the newlyweds were dedicated Christians soon 

active in the recently organized Hackleton Meet-

ing house. William’s fellowship with the “dissent-

ers” from Anglicanism, and their emerging Baptist 

leadership, brought lay preaching opportunities. 

On a diff erent note, their two year-old fi rstborn, 

Ann, died from fever.

In 1785, three events opened new horizons. 
First, those in the Baptist Church in nearby-
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Moulton, noting William’s gifts, called him as 
pastor. Also, the publication of Andrew Fuller’s 
Th e Gospel Worthy of All Acceptation inspired a less 
hyper-Calvinist, more evangelistic movement in 
the churches. Finally, during the fi ve years of his 
pastorate, three children were born: Felix in 1785, 
then William and Peter.

While at Moulton, Dorothy reaffi  rmed her 
faith through believer’s baptism in 1787. Two 
years later, William became pastor at Harvey Lane 
Baptist Church in Leicester. Already his language 
skills, voracious reading (including Captain Cook’s 
narratives) and Scripture study were broadening 
his worldview. So was a growing network of friends 
– part of his heavy church workload and commu-
nity activities. In fact, William’s father complained 
that he seldom wrote. In response (Nov. 12, 1790), 
Pastor Carey inked, “You must not expect frequent 
letters,” exhaustively detailing his daily activities –- 
and nowhere mentioning time with Dorothy and 
the children. In this season, another child (their 
youngest, Lucy) died in her second year.

William’s Enquiry (as the full title suggests) 
obligated all Christians to the Great Commission, 
utilizing various means to reach the nations. In 
section four, he cited the impediments: distance, 
harsh living conditions, danger, and scarcity of life-
sustaining necessities. Th ese would aff ect any per-
sons envisioning overseas fi elds. What did Dorothy 
think of this, and her husband’s vocational turns? 
We can’t be certain. James Beck, in his insight-
ful biography, Dorothy Carey: Th e Tragic and Un-
told Story of Mrs. William Carey (1992), notes the 
developments. In May, 1792 at the Baptist Asso-
ciation meetings it was “Expect great things from 
God, attempt great things for God.”  On Nov. 27 
he wrote to his father, “ I am at the Lord’s disposal, 
but have little expectation of going myself.” A few 
weeks later, on Jan. 9, 1793, Carey and Dr. John 
Th omas offi  cially became the fi rst BMS interna-
tional workers. For William, vision had triumphed, 
what remained were the details – including his 
family.

Dorothy decided to stay home in England, 

and clearly reaffi  rmed this for many months. No 
doubt she too recognized the “impediments” to 
healthy family living overseas, and was fearful, giv-
en the whirlwind of plans and arrangements in the 
air. Quite possibly, she sensed her faithful “sending” 
role as God’s will – in part because she was preg-
nant, and faced the grim prospect of childbirth at 
sea. Leadership supported her, and on March 26, 
1793, William and eight year old Felix said fare-
well to Dorothy, William Jr. and Peter (now moved 
to a Hackleton cottage with her youngest sister, 
Kitty) – none knowing if they would meet again.

But Carey and company were held up in 
transit for weeks, entangled with permits, East 
India Company protocols, contrary winds, convoy 
needs and fundraising. Meanwhile, baby Jabez was 
born. Correspondence continued between William 
and Dorothy – with additional pressure from John 
Th omas. In a March 10, 1794 letter, he recalled an 
eleventh-hour conversation: “I went back and told 
Mrs. Carey her going out with us was a matter of 
such importance, I could not leave her so – her 
family would be dispersed and divided forever – 
she would repent of it as long as she lived. As she 
tells me since, this last saying, frequently repeated, 
had such an eff ect on her that she was afraid to 
stay at home; and afterwards, in a few minutes, 
determined to go, trusting in the Lord: but this 
should be on the condition of her sister going with 
her. Th is was agreed.” In a few stressful minutes, 
some combination of fear and faith had changed 
the course of her remaining years.

Th e story of the Careys in India has been 
often told, informed by surviving journal entries 
and letters from William and colleagues (largely 
in BMS archives or the Angus Library at Regents’ 
Park College, Oxford). Th ough Dorothy became 
literate in adulthood, we have none of her writings. 
Beck’s opening chapter on the family in India is 
aptly entitled “Th e Moving Sick.” Suff ering from 
chronic dysentery, Dorothy moved with William 
and four small children from Calcutta to Bandel to 
Manicktullo to Debhatta – where in Spring 1794, 
Kitty married Christian salt agent Charles Short. 
Dorothy moved on with her husband to Mudn-
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abatti (Malda) in August without her sister’s vital 
support. Th en, that Fall, son Peter fell desperately 
ill – and died.

When daughters Ann and Lucy had passed 
years earlier, the Careys grieved but were supported 
by family and friends. Th is loss was radically, tragi-
cally diff erent. Evidence suggests that the Careys 
had received no mail from England during their 
fi rst two years in India. Moreover, at Peter’s death 
in October, 1794, their Hindu and Muslim neigh-
bors had religious taboos about death, corpses, 
burial and bonding. For 72 hours the family could 
get no one, even low caste workers at their indigo 
plant, to help bury their decaying son’s remains. 
Th e memories were indelible. Even when William’s 
employer, George Udney, arranged for all to take 
a break—and Carey’s journal suggests December 
1794 was a time of refreshment—only weeks after 
they returned to Mudnabatti on New Year’s Eve, 
Dorothy Carey broke under the strain.

Perhaps it was the trauma of Peter’s death 
scenes. Perhaps it was William, the indigo mar-
ket uncertain, now preoccupied with new school 
and business plans, while factory duties required 
supervision of 400 men. Perhaps the cumulative 
eff ects of amoebic dysentery had weakened her 
body and disordered her mind. Perhaps it was the 
utter isolation she felt, and fears for the remaining 
children. Whatever the causes, in early 1795 (age 
38) Dorothy was jealous and delusional, seeing 
William’s absences as occasions for sexual infi del-
ity, following him, at times assaulting him, leveling 
charges to those within earshot. She detailed these 
in a letter to team member John Th omas, known 
through his personal correspondence. 

Reason, prayer, and the fi rst mail from Eng-
land on May 9 did not relieve Dorothy’s plight. 
Th e birth of son Jonathan in Jan. 1796 may refl ect 
a planned pregnancy in hopes of reassurance and 
restored well-being. What remained was William’s 
strategy of confi ning her – and confi ding to his 
journal. For the next 12 years, “Poor Mrs. Carey” 
(as William said) never mended, raved and was 
confi ned, phobic about possible agents of harm to 

her remaining children. We can’t know whether 
she was aware of the progress, particularly in 
Serampore after 1800. Dorothy Carey’s passing at 
age 51, on Dec. 8, 1807, was noted in the diary of 
friend William Ward: “Her death was a very easy 
one; but there was no appearance of the return 
of reason, nor anything that could cast a dawn of 
hope or life on her state.”

William immediately sent word to Felix, who 
was bound for Burma (the four surviving sons 
became cross-cultural workers or civil servants). In 
Carey’s Jan. 20, 1808 letter to his sisters relating 
Dorothy’s death, he advised them of his intention 
to wed Charlotte Rumohr – which he did on May 
8. Th eirs was a happy marriage – she wanted to be 
in India and, as William said at her death in 1821, 
“She had lived only for me.” It appears he had 
learned some valuable lessons as well.

Th e family in Mexico, referenced at the outset, 
had never heard of Dorothy Carey. Others (e.g. 
Timothy George, Faithful Witness: Th e Life and 
Mission of William Carey, 1991) tell her story with 
compassion. But many Carey biographers have left 
pages of slander. Given William’s glorious accom-
plishments, she was the problem: “a dull, com-
monplace woman,” an “illiterate, weak-minded” 
companion, and “never anything but a clog to 
him,” styled “a peasant woman with a reproachful 
tongue.”

More helpful insights come from Beck’s biog-
raphy, and (in my case) local Marriage and Fam-
ily Th erapy practitioners. In teaching, I introduce 
seminary MFT students to church history through 
biography, inviting them to engage the lives of his-
torical fi gures as mentors, and also to identify key 
stages and issues in these lives which invite counsel 
and healing. Several have focused on the Careys: 
“Each decision William made took him closer to 
his personal, spiritual and career goals – and also 
took Dorothy further away from the security of her 
family and into isolation.” “Th e departure of Kitty 
proved devastating for Dorothy and the workaholic 
patterns of William further drained her.” “Women 
looked admiringly at him, so it didn’t sit well with 
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her when he was too busy.” “Dorothy has much to 
teach us – about supportive relationships and se-
cure attachments, about balance, about fear, about 
boundaries.”  Today, skilled and Spirit-led counsel-
ors can play a key role in developing healthy minis-
try families.  Th e following dynamics may deserve 
consideration as well.

Th e Scripture Principle:

Th e Careys’ story is a vivid reminder of the 
tension within Scripture regarding faith and family. 
Jesus said those who love family more than him are 
not worthy (Matt. 10:37), and those leaving houses 
and family for his name’s sake are rewarded, inher-
iting eternal life (Matt. 19:29). Yet in extremity he 
cared for his mother ( John 19:26-27; cf. Mark 7:9-
13), and Paul was inspired to remind disciples that 
“Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, 
and especially for their own household, has denied 
the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” (I Tim. 
5:8). Stewards of life together, we remain mindful 
that needs (in whatever cultural setting) may be 
mental, physical, relational or spiritual.

Th e Hero Principle:

Protestant critiques of Roman Catholic lit-
erature and culture sometimes involve the saints 
and hagiography. Yet in the tales of heroes such as 
William Carey, a “Dorothy” often stands as frus-
tration or foil.  Th e reader suspects both providence 
and personality were at work when Pastor Carey 
advised his wife (Spring, 1793) that, “Th e sense of 
duty is so strong as to overpower all other consid-
erations.” Studies such as William Petersen’s 25 
Surprising Marriages: Faith-Building Stories from 
the Lives of Famous Christians (1997) remind us of 
human frailties in divine ventures. Engaging these 
lives, we should “examine all matters, and hold on 
to what is good” (I Th ess. 5:21).

Th e Culturally-Sensitive Principle:

Did William work as hard to understand and 
win Dorothy as he did the peoples of India? Did 
family and friends in England believe the Careys’ 

courage meant there was no need of supportive 
contact? We are uniquely blessed today to have 
benefi t of anthropological, linguistic and other 
resources enabling culturally sensitive witness. Yet 
often we are not keen students of the worldview, 
values, beliefs and behavior of our own family 
members, colleagues, those we send or our sending 
churches. As a pastor welcoming faith-based NGO 
workers on home assignment, I’ve thought, “I hope 
we’re as diligent showing grace and understand-
ing to each other as to the targeted group on the 
map…” Hospitality begins at home.

Th e Oswald Chambers Principle:

In 1927, Biddy Chambers aptly chose My 
Utmost for His Highest as title for a volume of her 
husband Oswald’s transcribed teachings. His aspi-
ration was not about strategic obsession or maxed-
out strengths and ignored weaknesses, but life-
giving biblical wisdom. Chambers said, “If we obey 
God, it is going to cost other people more than it 
costs us.”  While tempted to see that as our credit 
line, when healthy it quickens our conscience. As a 
young husband and father in seminary, I fi rst heard 
the story of Dorothy and William Carey – and it 
changed my view of life and ministry. To what-
ever God might call me, I knew my vocation was 
to love my wife as Christ loved the Church (Eph. 
5:25). To love Him was intimately tied to loving 
especially my nearest neighbors as myself (Mark 
12:28-31). In marriage covenant and shared voca-
tion with my wife, Linda, the Careys remain my 
teachers.


