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This brief history is dedicated to the thousands of
Literacy Missions workers who have allowed God

to use them in Literacy Missions Ministries over the
past 50 years. A special reverence is given to those who
have served for 25 years or longer. Without their
commitment and faithfulness to meeting needs and
sharing the gospel with the “stranger in our midst”

or those who are “a prisoner” to illiteracy or struggling
with school work, Literacy Missions would not exist.
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Fareward

Literacy Missions was started in the heart of God. He saw the needs and called out many
Christians to implement His ministry. Thousands of volunteers have been trained to teach
immigrants or internationals how to speak English, native English speakers to read and write
their own language, or help struggling school age children with their studies. Culture, U. S.
citizenship, job placement, and heightened self-esteem are but a few additional needs met by
Literacy Missions. By far the most exciting needs that have been met, however, are the spiritual
ones. Volunteers, in the same training that teaches them how to teach others to speak, read or
write English, are also trained how to share their Christian faith. It is probably some of the
most intense witnessing training done by any volunteer church program or ministry in the
Southern Baptist Convention. The spiritual results have been impressive: thousands of learners
accepting Christ as their personal savior and hundreds of new churches, missions or Bible study
classes started. The evidence is clear that Literacy Missions has indeed combined ministry and
evangelism. Mildred Blankenship, former Director of Literacy Missions for the Home Mission
Board, said “Literacy work is missions when aligned with God’s purposes.”

There are so many “saints of Literacy Missions” that could and should be written about. All
across the United States, Canada and throughout the world, Literacy Missions workers have
personified Matthew 25: 37-40. They have welcomed the “stranger” and visited those who were
“in prison” with illiteracy or having difficulty in school. For every worker there is at least one
profound story that needs to be told. Regrettably, most are not written down. Hopefully, some
of these stories will eventually be written, but for now I have compiled this history of the past
50 years of the Home Mission Board’s/North American Mission Board’s involvement in Literacy
Missions. This history is limited to a chronological listing of the events of national and state
Baptist convention leaders as experienced through HMB/NAMB Literacy Missions ministries.
I'm well aware that many deserving names will be left out, but I have truly attempted to
research or remember as many as I possibly could. Also, this history does not include any of the
inspiring stories from volunteers. Obviously, there will be discrepancies and unintentional
omissions in what I have written (I found many in the articles and books I read to research this
paper), but I have used my personal journals, photo albums, books, news articles and other
published material to write this paper. I have taken the liberty of inserting some personal
opinions based on my experiences and memories of 45 years of service in Literacy Missions.
Additionally, this history could not have been written or documented if it had not been for the
gratefully appreciated assistance of the following people and organizations:
Woman’'s Missionary Union (WMU), Birmingham, Alabama
Cindy Johnson (WMU Archivist)
Catherine B. Allen (Associate Executive Director - Retired)
Carol Causey
Cathy Lollar
Southern Baptist Historical Library and Archives, Nashville, TN
Taffey Hall (Archivist)
Beverly Hammock (Director of Mission Ministries Division, HMB, SBC (Retired)
Nina Clark (HMB Literacy Missions Associate, ESL Lecturer, University of Memphis,
Memphis, TN)
Dr. Loretta Rivers (Faculty member at New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary)

Gayle Leininger

! Blankenship, Mildred and Lillian Isaacs. So He May Run Who Reads. Atlanta, Georgia: Home Mission Board, 1984. p. 3.
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earlier. The annual update started in 1993 and allowed workshop leaders to receive new ideas
and materials without going through the same training they had had before. Initially, the
update was tested as a week long workshop at Toccoa, GA and Glorieta, NM, but shortened to a
3-day event at Waco, TX and then rotated each year between Ridgecrest Conference Center in
NC and Glorieta in NM. After 2001 the update was conducted in various locations depending
on need.

1997 was a significant year for Baptist mission work in the United States and Canada. The
Home Mission Board was eliminated by the Southern Baptist Convention and the North
American Mission Board (NAMB) took the responsibility of missions in the U.S. and Canada.
Missionaries in the field remained the same, but most HMB staff in Atlanta were reassigned or
not offered new positions by NAMB. The former Ministry Section of HMB was eliminated and
LM was assigned to the Evangelism Section. Kendale Moore was reassigned from an associate
in the Ministry/CCM Section to national missionary for LM. Now there were two national
missionaries for LM.

Gayle Leininger retired in January 2001 leaving behind just one NAMB missionary assigned to
LM, Kendale Moore. He remained in the Atlanta area but worked from his home office. Even
though LM had grown greatly in the last decade and many new materials and training events
were offered, the work that had been done in the 1980s by four full-time staff persons was now
reduced to just one. Change came again to Kendale in 2007 when NAMB re-assigned him to
Ministry and Servant Evangelism Associate with responsibility of LM and Refugee
Resettlement. His office was transferred to the NAMB building in Alpharetta, GA. Kendale
strives to keep the manuals and guidelines updated and organizes the leadership workshop,
updates and other training. He revised the CE manual in 2004 and renamed it Teaching English
Language Learners the Good News. The term Conversational English (CE) was also renamed
ESL (English as a Second Language) because it was more commonly recognized and understood
by those not involved in LM.

Evangelism and ministry are inseparable. Neither is a means to the other, they simply go
together. Spoken words are easily mistranslated, actions rarely are. Larry Lewis, former
president of HMB, said, “The best way for a church to grow is to meet the needs of people in
that community. It is better than using any multi-colored pamphlet.” Carolyn Weatherford
Crumpler at the 1986 SBC Convention said, “For the last 27 years WMU and the HMB have
developed a LM program that shows the best evangelistic results of anything we do.” A director
of missions in Florida who made many of the visits with his wife to the homes of students she
was tutoring in the church’s TCY ministry said, “I have often been rejected when visiting for the
church or blandly welcomed, but never sucked in by such eager parents They told me the
reason was because “you care about my children!” Another director of missions in Indiana said,
“Our association has now started four language missions and guess how all of them were
started: from students in the ESL classes!”

The results of LM make it clear that this ministry is combining ministering to the needs of

people and evangelism. The national compilation from the 1999 State Convention’s LM report
alone reveals the following facts:

1144 Professions of faith
172 New mission or church starts since 1986 (15 in 1999)
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376
1087
7150

25,663

On-going English Bible classes

Southern Baptist churches offering LM ministries
Workers involved in these ministries

Students enrolled in these ministries!s

This brief history is dedicated to the thousands of LM workers who have made LM possible for
over 50 years. Without their commitment and faithfulness to meeting needs and sharing the
gospel with the “stranger in our midst” or those who are “a prisoner” to illiteracy or struggling
with school work, LM would not exist. As we look forward to the next 50 years, we must
remember that the God who started LM in the past is the same God who will lead us into the

future.

8 The Literacy Missions Connection, Vol. 33 No. 1, Summer 2000, p. 4
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