




long he became vice-president and
then president of the campus YMCA.
Under his leadership, the Cornell
chapter became the “largest and most
active student YMCA” in the nation
(Hopkins, 1994, p. 79). 

Mott was willing and ready but not
yet certain of how or where he should
serve.  In 1886, he was with a group of
251 university and seminary students
who spent twenty-six days at Mount
Hermon, Massachusetts, where
Dwight Moody had a conference cen-
ter.  The students listened to ardent
calls to world mission by A. T. Pierson
and others.  Mott was among the one
hundred students who responded by
signing the pledge, “I purpose, God
willing, to become a foreign mission-
ary,” and became known as the
“Mount Hermon Hundred.”  The
Student Volunteer Movement for
Foreign Missions (SVM) and a wider
emphasis on world mission would
grow out of the commitments of 
the Mount Hermon Hundred.
Interestingly, Mott never actually
served as a cross-cultural resident
missionary in a foreign land. His mis-
sion post truly was the whole world.

Upon graduating from Cornell,
Mott yielded to the persuasion of the
North American Student YMCA to
become their travelling secretary—but
only on a one-year trial basis, he said.
In his new role, the twenty-three-year-
old Mott was an immediate success.
He excelled as an evangelist, organiz-
er, fund raiser, administrator, diplo-
mat, and appraiser of people.  Thus
commenced a lifelong traveling career
centered around youth and missions









sionary conference with many far
reaching positive influences.  Mott
and Oldham emerged from Edinburgh
firmly established as world mission-
ary statesmen, while also bringing a
cluster of younger leaders with them
into prominence.

The coming of the Great War of
1914 was a shattering experience for
Mott because it undercut the purpos-
es to which he had committed his life.
A fascinating appeal came from his
contacts in the Orient—“Could not
Mott inspire some action to stop ‘this
barbarous murdering’ of Christians by
Christians, asked a group of
Japanese” (Hopkins, 1979, p. 431).
Instead of yielding to his despair,
Mott commenced the most intense
period of his career.  His wartime
work included constant international
travel that included active war zones,
diplomatic work on behalf of presi-
dent Wilson, meeting with numerous
heads of state, building ecumenical
relationships with the Russian
Orthodox Church, organizing the
YMCA and other groups to relieve suf-
fering on all sides of the War, major
fund raising with people like John D.
Rockefeller, Jr., organizing support
for German missionaries caught up 
in the conflict, and working with 
the Continuation and Emergency
Committees set up at Edinburgh.

Under Mott’s leadership, the
YMCA became for World War I mili-
tary personnel what the United
Services Organization (USO) would be
in World War II.  Besides serving sol-
diers on both sides of the conflict, the
YMCA served between five and six
million prisoners of war in the camps.
When the War ended, Mott focused
his efforts on healing the material,
existential, spiritual, and relational
wounds of Europe.  Hopkins says that
between 1914 and 1920 “Mott was
instrumental in raising more than a
quarter of a billion dollars” for relief

ministries during and after the War
(Hopkins, 1979, p. 535).  In 2010 that
would be about $5 trillion. 

The 1920s saw Mott resuming his
role as ecumenical statesman.  His
intimate knowledge of the world,
made possible by his extensive travel,
allowed him to perceive better than
most that he lived in an “absolutely
new world” (Hopkins, 1979, p. 598).
The old pillars and foundations were
gone.  In the new post-war era, Mott
would make ecumenism his major
focus because of its potential for unit-
ing a badly fragmented world.  During
World War I the Continuation and
Emergency Committees had tried to
maintain some of the momentum of
Edinburgh 1910.  In 1921 the pieces
came together under Mott’s leader-
ship to form the international 
missions organization that he 
and Oldham had envisioned 
long before Edinburgh.  The
International Missionary Council
(IMC) would have a forty-year life
span before being absorbed by the
World Council of Churches in 1961.
Mott chaired the IMC until 1941.  His
travels continued as he organized
national councils of churches in some
thirty nations.

The early twentieth century was a
time of fierce conflict between funda-
mentalists and modernists in which
extreme positions were taken.  Some
fundamentalists took the mission-as-
evangelism-only position, while some
modernists adopted the social gospel
with little emphasis on evangelism
and the conversion of non-Christians
to Jesus.  Religious pluralism, with its
assumptions that all religions are
equally valid pathways to God and
that conversion to Christ is not a nec-
essary goal, gained momentum.  This





Christ.  Neither his status as a friend
of presidents and occasional diplo-
mat, nor his friendships with the
super wealthy, nor his encounters
with leaders of the non-Christian
world religions, nor his work with
ecumenical leaders who were embar-
rassed about evangelism weakened his
conviction that every human needed to
be given an opportunity to accept
Jesus.  Evangelism, he said, “is incom-
parably the most important work for
every Christian” (Allison, 2002, p. 26).

Spirituality was another major life
theme.  Spiritual discipleship was
part of Mott’s early life and it matured
along with his other gifts.  His person-
al life included daily prayer and
Scripture reading.  His instruction
about “Morning Devotions” trans-
formed many youth groups.  For
almost fifty years he met with a small
group of soul friends on December 26
for a “Quiet Day” to take stock of their
spiritual journey.  The conferences 
he led began each day with prayer
sessions.

Student mobilization for mission
was another life theme.  As one who
started a distinguished ministry as a
young adult, Mott understood the
potential of young people in mission.
He liked to quote Benjamin Disraeli’s
statement that “it is a holy sight to see
a nation saved by its youth” (Allison,
2002, p. 35). 

Christian unity as a life theme was
worked out in Mott’s leadership of
ecumenical organizations.  He saw
Christian disunity as an impediment
to mission and unity as an integral
part of effective evangelization. 

The life themes of travel and read-
ing could be treated separately but
they went together in Mott’s life.  The
amazing extent of his travels is diffi-
cult to comprehend.  He “. . . travelled
2 million miles enthusiastically, his
motto [being], ‘With God anywhere,
without him, not over the threshold’”

(Moreau, Netland, Engen, & Burnett,
2000, p. 664).  Two million miles is a
lot to travel even by air, but air travel
became common only toward the end
of his life.  “At one stage, [Mott] was
calculated to be the most widely trav-
elled of any [person] to that date in
human history” (Yates, 1994, p. 17).
His travel gave him the global expo-
sure that approached what television
would provide in later times.  One




