EUSEBIUS HERSHEY: First Foreign Missionary
by Dr. J. Duane Beals

To Eusebius Hershey of the former Pennsylvania Conference of the Mennonite Brethren in Christ Church (MBC), as a segment of the Missionary Church(U.S.) and Evangelical Missionary Church (Canada) were known at that time, belongs the honor of being our pioneer missionary. He was born in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, on August 14, 1823, the youngest and only boy among nine children. At age eighteen he became quite ill, and thinking himself near death, he turned his attention toward his spiritual condition and was soundly converted. He joined the church of the United Brethren in Christ and began preaching for them in 1842, about one year following his conversion. In 1845 he joined the Evangelical Mennonites, a forerunner of the Mennonite Brethren in Christ.
There was widespread interest in missions during the early part of the nineteenth century, and Hershey was not untouched by concerns for foreign evangelization. He expressed a sense of missionary call during his early twenties, but he had neither the means nor the opportunity to go abroad. So strong was his call that, when he married at age twenty-seven, he secured an agreement from his bride that he could follow God to Africa when the opportunity arose.

Shortly after uniting with the Evangelical Mennonites, he began preaching in earnest. Initially, he was a somewhat reluctant evangelist, believing his limited formal education did not prepare him for public speaking. However, his early evangelistic campaigns were quite fruitful, and he began receiving invitations to other parts of the United States and Canada. He became, perhaps, the best known preacher among the Evangelical Mennonites and enjoyed wide acceptance beyond his own denomination.

Traveling Evangelist
A perusal of the Gospel Banner issues of the 1880s yields interesting commentary on Hershey's travels. Most travel was on horseback across uncharted countryside. He crossed the Allegheny mountains and ranges of the Upper Appalachians many times as he journeyed from his home in southeastern Pennsylvania to Ohio and Ontario. At sixty-two years of age he reported to the annual conference that he had been in Ontario eleven times and traveled to the western U.S. once. He would yet make two more trips to Canada to conduct evangelistic meetings.

Travel in those days, especially for a lone rider, was fraught with difficulty. He occasionally walked when no horse was available, wading unbridged streams. He was robbed at least once and cursed at and spit upon frequently. He was the pioneer open-air preacher of the church, proclaiming the gospel anytime he had a hearing, on the street or in the town square to upwards of 1,000 people at a time. He preached in churches of all denominations (a more common practice in that day), schoolhouses, public meeting halls, stores, homes, prisons, and homes for the indigent. At the first semi-annual conference of the Reforming Mennonites Society (Reformed Mennonites, another forerunner of the MBC) held in Port Elgin, Ontario, in 1874, Hershey was listed as a minister of the Evangelical Mennonite Society of Pennsylvania and seated as an advisory member of that conference. He rarely missed his own annual conference and attended several camp meetings each year, often speaking at each one. He could preach fluently in both English and German.

Historical Perspective

Lizzie Hilty wrote from Wohu, Central China, in March of 1906:
"We left Seattle, Washington, December 8th and did not arrive in Shanghai until January 12th and at Wuhu four days later. We certainly had a long and stormy voyage, but His presence was with us, and we were kept by His power through dangers seen and unseen. We had two heavy storms while out on the deep, which indeed to the natural was not very pleasant. But our eyes were unto Him, Who neither slumbers nor sleeps and does not forget to keep His own (Psa. 121:4, 5)."
The Missionary Worker, Vol. 11, No. 17, May 1, 1906, p. 268.

At the 1882 General Conference of the Evangelical United Mennonites (formed by a merger of the Reformed Mennonites and New Mennonites in 1875 to form the United Mennonites, who then merged with the Evangelical Mennonites in 1879) a resolution was adopted that each annual conference should "adopt a system to collect foreign missionary funds and report the same to the next General Conference." At the Union Conference of 1883 held in Englewood, Ohio, the Evangelical United Mennonites merged with the Swank branch of the Brethren in Christ to form the Mennonite Brethren in Christ. At that same conference, Eusebius Hershey, then sixty years old, announced the new denomination would soon have its first missionary. However, perhaps because much energy went into organizing the new denomination, there was no official endorsement of his announcement.

Pioneer Missionary
The General Conference of 1885 adopted a resolution "that each annual conference put forth earnest efforts to raise means for Heathen Mission Work," and ministers were asked to preach at least once each year on the topic. Hence only two years after its birth, the young denomination officially committed itself to the Great Commission.

Much to the surprise of all, five years later, Hershey announced he would soon be leaving for Africa. On November 1, 1890, he set sail for Liberia, West Africa. He went on his own, uncommissioned by any conference, since he was considered too old for such a task. The voyage took thirty-eight days to reach Sierra Leone and another five days to Monrovia, Liberia. He remained in the capital city for a month and a half, then moved to the interior town of Vaunwah where the people followed the Islamic religion. He started a school, using basic grammars which he had brought from America. He preached many times each Sunday in his own and surrounding villages.

The Gospel Banner of April 15, 1891, contains a letter from Hershey dated March 10, 1891, in which he refers to having written eighty-eight letters home as of that date. He was also receiving news from America since he mentioned a letter from his wife who stayed behind in Pennsylvania when he sailed for Africa. During his first three months he received word of the death of seven other missionaries in his vicinity, and another month later found himself tiring easily and needing frequent rest. Two months later on May 24, 1891, after a short illness of seven days, he died of malaria. Thus ended the short but effective missionary career of Eusebius Hershey. He led to Christ the first convert from Islam in Liberia. He influenced others, among them William Shantz, the first "officially sponsored" missionary of the MBC Church, who went to China in 1895. 

Hershey loved to write poetry and published a book of verse in 1878 entitled The Living Poem. A report written for the Gospel Banner in 1885 contains the following stanza:

In all my Lord's appointed ways,

I'll follow Him in my short days,

North or South or East or West,

As God will lead, that is the best. 

Such is the legacy of Eusebius Hershey, the first foreign missionary of any Mennonite group in America.
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