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SERAMPORE

Another of Christopher Anderson’s outside interests was the work of the Baptist Missionary Society in Serampore, India.
 Had it not been for Andrew Fuller’s powerful public appeals on behalf of the mission during his first visit to Scotland in 1799, Christopher Anderson might never have left the security of his employment with the Friendly Insurance Office. It was his desire to be a missionary in India that brought him into the ministry, and it was with reluctance that he abandoned his first design, in deference to the medical advice that forbade him from going to a tropical climate.  His interest in India and his brethren there remained and the cares and labours of the pastoral office never diverted his thoughts or efforts from the Mission in India.
 

The first four names o n the Roll of Honour which hangs in the lounge of Charlotte Chapel are of missionaries who went to Serampore during the ministry of Christopher Anderson.  John Mack was pastor of the baptist church at Serampore and tutor at the College from 1821 to 1845 and later a professor.  He was a graduate of Edinburgh University and studied theology under Dr. Ryland at Bristol Baptist College.  He died of cholera in 1845.  Thomas Swan went to Serampore as Professor of Theology in 1825 but died after only two years of service.  In 1828 Miss Helen Mack went to the Serampore Mission Station but she too died after only two years there.  The in 1852 John Leechman, Ll.B., went to India and served for five years with the Serampore Mission.  There were others but unfortunately their names have not been recorded.

As noted under Christopher Anderson’s earlier years, it was during an interview with Andrew Fuller in 1802 that Anderson first declared his resolve to go to India as a missionary. Although health problems prevented this, he remained one of the chief Scottish supporters of the BMS.   Now a close friend of Fuller, who was his senior by twenty-eight years, he accompanied him on several mission-promotion tours of Scotland.

The following is copied from the Scottish Baptist Year Book, 1907, pp 145–6, 1910, pp. 16–72, 1911, p. 215, G. Yuille (ed.), History of Baptists in Scotland (Glasgow, 1926), pp.161 f, A. Christopher Smith, "Christopher Anderson and ‘The Serampore Fraternity’", being chapter 4 of "A Mind for Mission: "Essays in honour of Christopher Anderson", ed. Meek, (Edinburgh 1992), pp. 25–6; these works are reproduced here for ease of reference:

In August and September of 1808 Christopher Anderson and George Barclay spent five weeks in Ireland.  Their main object was to collect funds for Carey’s Mission, but what during this first visit Mr, Anderson saw of the needs of that distressful country so impressed his mind that henceforth the claims of the Irish people, found from his tongue and pen most effective advocacy.  Before the close of the year Mr Fuller came again to Scotland to collect for India.  He preached three times at Richmond Court, and Mr Anderson accompanied him on his journey as far as Aberdeen.  The amount taken back by Mr Fuller was above £2000, of which £40 was collected at Richmond Court on one day, and after his departure an additional sum of £50 was sent by Mr Anderson.  In the May following, at the request of the Committee of the Baptist Missionary Society, Mr. Anderson went to London to make the annual collection for its funds, described as ‘then a laborious and, to a sensitive mind, often ungracious task, from the number of personal applications to he made on behalf of the Mission’.

The first such tour was to the North of Scotland with Andrew Fuller in October 1808, via Perth, Dundee and Aberdeen, where they spent Sunday and each preached three times, then returned by Dundee, Kirkcaldy and Inverkeithing and finally to Glasgow.
 In May 1809, Christopher Anderson went to London at the request of the Missionary Society to make the necessary personal visits to supporters to uplift the annual collection for their funds.
 The BMS made a tour of Scotland every three years at that stage – 1799, 1802, 1805, 1808, 1811 – Mr. Fuller was unable through illness to make the latter, but Mr. Sutcliff and Dr. Ryland came, and Christopher Anderson accompanied them to the North of Scotland in midsummer.
 

This left Fuller in no doubt that Anderson was the one most equipped to become his successor, and he requested him to become his assistant in Kettering.
 However, Christopher Anderson’s heart was too much set on the pastoral and evangelistic work he had initiated in Scotland, and he did not yield to Fuller’s overtures. Again and again Fuller appealed to him, with the result that they spent two days together in July 1812, at Derby, discussing their future.
 Anderson could promise no more than:

I have my head, hands, and heart full already with the Secretaryship of the Edinburgh Bible Society, and the Gaelic Schools, and the pastorship of the Church raised up in the last few years under my own ministry – I cannot possibly stir at present – I hope you will live some years yet.   Choose me as one of your committee, and I will do all I can for you.   I will also throw off my other engagements as I can get others to take them off my hands, and in two or three years we shall see what will take place.
   

On 9 September 1812 news reached Britain that a disastrous fire at Serampore in March 1812 had devastated the Mission’s printing presses,. Christopher Anderson immediately advertised a col​lection at Richmond Court for the next Sunday evening, to restore the damage, and he preached from ‘0 the depth of the riches,’ &c. – Romans 11.33–35. £55 was received that evening,
 and in Edinburgh alone Anderson raised £1,000 toward the replacement cost of £10,000. Andrew Fuller wrote, ‘We have thought the Christians in the south have done wonders but you of the north deep ahead of us’.  Andrew Fuller also wrote after a tour in Scotland with Christopher Anderson, ‘money poured in like rain in a thunder storm’.

Because of his confidence in and respect for Christopher Anderson, who was a man after Fuller’s Evangelical Calvinist heart, Andrew Fuller encouraged the missionaries in Serampore, particularly three who were becoming known as ‘the Serampore trio’, William Carey, Joshua Marshman and William Ward, to ‘write with confidence’ to Christopher Anderson.
  Accordingly, by 1812, Anderson had started corresponding with the Serampore trio. 

He continued, however, to give wholehearted support to the Society. He became concerned about the opposition of the British East India Company to the preaching of the Gospel to the people in Bengal. In April 1813 he organised a petition that was signed by ministers of all denominations in Edinburgh, together with the Edinburgh Members of Parliament and many of the citizens, protesting against the opposition of the British East India Company.  The petition was sent to both Houses of Parliament.

Through Anderson’s correspondence with the Serampore trio, a warm relationship with the missionaries developed, particularly after Fuller died in May 1815. The Church at Kettering invited Christopher Anderson to become their pastor. However, his health was such that he had to seek rest and recovery in the south and west of England, and so he declined the invitation.  

The secretaryship of the Baptist Missionary Society was offered to him at the same time.  This offer caused him a great deal of heart-searching but after much prayer and careful consideration he declined it. An anti-Fullerite faction in the society’s committee rendered a unanimous invitation impossible. They wanted to reverse Fuller’s management of the BMS and assumed, correctly, that Anderson would carry on the same policy.
 They therefore opposed his nomination, and as soon as he heard this, Anderson declared his unwillingness to stand.

The relationship between the missionaries in Serampore and the London Headquarters of the BMS deteriorated to the point where ‘the Serampore trio’ asked Christopher Anderson to represent them in Britain, independently of the BMS Headquarters in London.

Christopher Anderson first met one of the Serampore missionaries when William Ward visited Scotland, while on furlough, in 1820. He stayed with Anderson, the two related well to one another, and strong fraternal ties developed.
  After news reached Edinburgh of Ward’s sudden death from cholera in March 1823, Christopher Anderson named his next son William Ward Anderson. 

Although Christopher Anderson never got to India, he played a significant role in the development of the Serampore mission. Because of the increasingly strained relationship between the BMS Committee in London and William Carey and Joshua Marshman in Serampore, it was to Anderson that the Serampore missionaries increasingly turned. It was Christopher Anderson who led the way in publicly questioning the new, centralised, institutionalised, style of missionary support and promotion adopted, after the death of Andrew Fuller, by not only the BMS but by similar organisations. He yearned for something better – ‘a day of less intricacy and intrigue, of less pomp and circumstance in forwarding the interests of His (Christ’s) blessed Kingdom’. Yet he did not overtly condemn the BMS modus operandi in 1824.   Instead he went to the heart of the matter in a manner typical of his irenic, pastoral, Christ-centred character.

Christopher Anderson was invited to preach the sermon at the annual meeting of the BMS in London on 23 June 1824. He entitled it The Christian Spirit which is essential to the triumph of the Kingdom of God.  In it, Christopher Anderson urged his audience to give serious thought to the experience of the early church. He reminded them that Protestant missions in recent decades had experienced little of the success that was so evident during Christianity’s expansion in the earliest centuries.   This was a problem that had perplexed him for several years and it could not just be wished away. One had to be discerning, for an organisation can appear to have ‘the form’ of godliness while its operational spirit deviates from that of Christ Jesus, putting it in imminent danger of the ruin of all its efforts.   Therefore, he proceeded to identify ‘the principal features of that spirit which seem to be essential to the enlargement of the kingdom of God’.  (C. Anderson, The Christian Spirit which is Essential to the Triumph of the Kingdom of God (preached 1824; published Edinburgh, 1827), pp. 76–98).

Christopher Smith (article quoted, p. 27) comments on the sermon as follows.   

‘In a healthy, practical manner Anderson reminded his hearers of all Christians’ utter unworthiness to represent Christ, of their utter inability to achieve anything pleasing to God, and of their utter dependence on God the Spirit. Such Fullerite convictions served as a powerful antidote to a triumphalistic spirit among those who collectively wished to promote ‘the triumph of the kingdom of God’.   Anderson consequently felt that the pomp and ceremony of big annual meetings were altogether inappropriate in Christian, and particularly mission, circles.   Instead, Christ’s people should deny self and crucify self-interest or they would hope in vain for God to do ‘great things’ through their agency.   From this he moved on to emphasise a basic working principle of Fuller: viz., that ‘the spirit of strong personal attachment’ between missionaries and their backers is a crucial element in the success of missions.   Such commitment had prevailed before 1815, but what evidence remained of its practice among British Baptists?   Where could one find ‘the spirit of wisdom’ moulding mission-base decision-making?   Silence followed, for all present recognised that he was speaking the truth in love without being at all censorious.’

Christopher Smith concluded from this that ‘Anderson was pre-eminently a pastor of souls at heart, rather than a business manager or agency director. ...  he made his case in a distinctly gracious manner. His sermon was very straightforward and without guile, with the result that a unanimous request for its publication was made by the annual meeting; however, there is no indication whether it was given serious consideration by London mission leaders after that’.

The text of Christopher Anderson’s sermon was much appreciated in Serampore, who were concerned about the BMS slide into institutional bureaucracy that hinders rather than facilitates the advance of God’s interests overseas and ‘at home’. At the beginning of 1826, Joshua Marshman, never having had a furlough from India after arriving there 26 years before, sailed for London, with the approval of William Carey, to make one last effort to improve relations with the BMS Committee.

Arriving in London on 17 June 1826, Joshua Marshman met soon after that with the BMS Committee.  He found his reception to be very off-putting.
 He therefore sailed by steamship from London to Edinburgh, hoping to find a more sympathetic hearing from Christopher Anderson. Joshua Marshman had come to the conviction that Baptists’ overseas mission work needed to be liberated from metropolitan control.   The fresh wind of the Holy Spirit had to be given free course to blow through their fellowships and agencies.

In Edinburgh, Marshman found the welcome he longed for. He was able to relax for a number of days before returning to London for another meeting with the BMS Committee, on 3 August. The meeting revealed how far apart were the missionaries in Serampore and the BMS Headquarters in London. In consequence, Christopher Anderson and Joshua Marshman set off for Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1826, to lay the foundation for Serampore to separate from the BMS and to become a mission agency in its own right.

Their prime purpose was to obtain from the King of Denmark a royal charter for Serampore College; it had had to be built on Danish territory because the British East India Company opposed it being situated on British territory.  The charter, granted by King Frederick VI or Denmark, gave Serampore College authority to grant degrees in all faculties including divinity.  Serampore thus gained university status and was the first of its kind in India.  

They managed also visits to Germany, Holland and France. For this, the two men spent seven weeks on the Continent of Europe.
 

That accomplished, the decision was made that the Serampore mission would withdraw from the BMS.   It was a very stressful period, and Marshman stood in real need of wise counsel from a godly friend like Christopher Anderson. To Joshua Marshman’s relief, Christopher Anderson was specifically invited, by the BMS in London, to the committee that was scheduled for 15 to 17 March 1827. Both the men from Serampore and the BMS Committee were aware that the time for parting had come. Christopher Anderson spoke up stoutly on behalf of his Serampore colleagues but separation had become inevitable and a joint statement was issued:  ‘... under present circumstances, it is most expedient that the Society at home and the Missionaries at Serampore should be publicly understood to constitute two distinct and independent Missionary bodies’.

In consequence, Christopher Anderson now had to make fresh and independent appeal to the Christian public to support Serampore as a mission agency in its own right.   After the signing of the ‘Mutual Declaration’ of separation, Marshman and Anderson spent four weeks in Dublin, Ireland, and Liverpool fulfilling engagements on behalf of Serampore College. Thereafter, time was spent in the latter half of 1827 in preparing and distributing pamphlets, encouraging supporters that the Serampore mission plan was the best way to promote and extend God’s kingdom in India, and beyond.   Now they were all on their own, and their financial needs were greater than ever.   This left Anderson with no option but to head up British support for Serampore in much the same way that Fuller had done twelve years earlier. Concerned about the mind-set that trusted in sophisticated organisational structures to further God’s kingdom, he gave himself to promoting a simpler and more Christ-like course. This he did in his own rather independent way, preferring to do things on an ‘ad hoc’  basis without public meetings, committees or even officers, if possible. All he felt comfortable with was an arrangement in which wealthy individuals, or tiny groups of believers, undertook the home support and public-relations exercise necessary to maintain their mission friends overseas. This reflected his fond belief that only a grass-roots movement of mission-minded believers, aimed at emulating the operational style of the early church, would lead to success.

Christopher Smith (p. 33) summed it up: ‘In contemporary terms, we would probably say that Christopher Anderson was a man of strong, individualistic convictions who was relatively ‘unstructured’ as a person. He much preferred to be spontaneous, without being bound or fettered by organisational structures; thus the flexible, if not loose, network style of a fraternity suited him much better than did the institutional ways of a ‘pyramid of control’. But we must avoid psychoanalytical reductionism at this point, for Anderson was profoundly theological in the reasons for his choice.   Simply put, he was pre-eminently a Christ-centred minister at heart; he was not a business manager or mere agency man.   He was profoundly church-orientated; his passion was for the spiritual mobilising of believers and evangelical congregations.   He had no patience for secular ways of raising money or obtaining volunteers for mission, ... he was respected from an early stage as a ‘man of God’ and was appreciated for being very gracious and pacific in all his relationships".

William Carey died at Serampore on 9 June 1834; on Sunday evening 30 November, Anderson preached a memorial sermon on his life and character, A Discourse, occasioned by the death of the Rev. William Carey, D.D., giving an outline of the life and character of the first missionary of modern times. His hearers were so impressed that they urged him to publish it. The profits of this little work, amounting to about £18, he transferred to the funds of the Mission, along with the collection made on the occasion of preaching the sermon, amounting to £91. 12s. 6d.
 It was the first biographical sketch of William Carey to be printed in the British Isles.  Christopher Anderson felt that the sermon was only a ‘hasty outline’, so he worked at it and the resulting Discourse, occasioned by the death of the Rev. William Carey, D.D. was the first of many biographies of Carey.

Anderson’s ministerially-based, church-oriented mission theology is found in a paper he wrote in 1835 on The Just Principles of Modern Missionary Exertion, (his rough notes for an address, unpublished MS.) Even his friends felt that in this 1835 declaration, Christopher Anderson was going too far in de-structuring mission-support procedures.  They approved of the close relationships he advocated between brethren in Britain and Bengal – in contrast to the way the BMS operated – but the personal focus could be overdone. Few may have understood that he felt at liberty to assert such individualistic independence because he took it for granted that a disciple would readily submit to his Lord in any matter. However, Anderson was still open to others’ views, and he was constrained to take a more modest course in caring for the Serampore Mission at the British end – realising the need for churches to band together in independent local associations which would further God’s work overseas.

Two factors, one desirable, the other undesirable, compelled Christopher Anderson to move, over the next couple of years, away from the ideals which he extolled in his 1835 paper. He realised the need to accommodate the firmly held views of friends, whom he respected. They persuaded him to join with both local and nationwide groups for the support of the Serampore Mission, even although their activities differed from his ideal. Less happily, the sheer economic pressure of maintaining the work in Serampore was beyond Christopher Anderson’s circle of friends, so late in 1837, the Serampore Mission was reunited with the BMS.
 The same financial realism had compelled Christopher Anderson’s earlier efforts for evangelising in the Scottish Highlands to be incorporated into more organised and broader-based agencies.
 

Christopher Anderson did not sever the connection with BMS after Serampore rejoined it – he collected in Ireland 1838, and took the platform at the annual meeting in 1839.
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