
by Manly W. Rankin

Captain of the Team— 

M. Theron Rankin

0<2 X



KING'S WAY

Captain of the Team—

M. Theron Rankin

by his brother Manly W. Rankin

King's Way Series
Published by 

Woman's Missionary Union 
Birmingham 3, Alabama

LIBRARY 
FIRST BAPTIST CHURCh 

ADA, OKLAHOMA



Dr. Milledge Theron Rankin



Captain of the Team—

M. Theron Rankin

by his brother Manly W. Rankin

on

54

■

One morning, sixteen days out of Seattle, someone 
shouted, “The shore of Japan!” and everyone rushed to 
the deck rails. In the far distance a green land hove into 
view.

“The shore line of China may not be so impressive,” 
Theron heard a voice say, and looked up to find Olive 
Bagby, another missionary, beside him.

He smiled with a glow in his hazel eyes and said quietly, 
“Tell me some more about the people of China, Olive.”

At last the day came when the boat landed in China and 
he was reunited with his bride to be, Valleria Greene. Miss 
Greene’s parents had been missionaries to China for a num
ber of years and, because she finished her studies a year 
before Theron, she had gone on back to begin her work. 
While in Louisville together, she had been the one with 
whom he had thought, prayed, and dreamed missions!

And now the dream was come true! They were married 
in March of 1922 in the chapel in Canton, beautifully deco
rated with scores of Easter lilies; then settled there to begin 
their life work together.

That spring, Mr. Rankin went on his first evangelistic 
trip in China. It was up Bamboo River with his new 
brother-in-law, George Greene. They had to take a dirty 
junk which smelled so bad they decided to sit on the deck.

“Hey, is this all the food we’ve got left?” Rankin asked 
about an hour out of port. “Valleria said she packed enough 
for two days, but this is about gone!” They had been eating 
since they left shore.

“Yes, I know,” Mr. Greene answered, “but we had to 
hurry up and eat it while there was still some left.”

Mr. Rankin looked puzzled and Mr. Greene laughed. 
“We just had to get ahead of the rats,” he said, “but never 
mind that. Better worry about the rain now. It’s really about 
to come down!”

“Let’s sing,” the young missionary said, ignoring the 
sprinkling and not moving from the deck.

The two of them sat singing as the rain poured down 
over them. “Kum lum, kum lum!” the Chinese boatman 
called to them, meaning he thought they had plenty of

by his seasickness.”
“Don’t laugh, Stuart,” his wife said. “You got sick 

your first ocean trip.”
“How do you know this is his first?”
“I met him Tuesday morning while you were sleeping.”
“Oh,” her husband said. “Well, what is he like?”
“He’s a very versatile young man. He quotes Shakespeare, 

knows more history than you, I do believe, and has a won
derful sense of humor.”

“Sounds like I might enjoy knowing him. What’s his 
profession?”

“He’s a missionary on his way to China. And all those 
people you see him talking with so much are missionaries, 
too. He tells me most of them are going to Japan.”

“What denomination?” the professor asked.
“Baptist. And another interesting thing, Stuart,” his wife 

added, “he’s engaged to a young missionary already in 
China. He met her while they were both studying in Louis
ville. They’re going to be married when he arrives, and 
serve under the Foreign Board of the Southern Baptist 
Convention.”

“I wonder who the young man sitting over there is, Eliza
beth,” a college professor aboard the S S Hawkeye State 
said to his wife on a late July afternoon in 1921. “I’ve 
been watching him and he seems to be a very intelligent 
and likeable fellow. He studies a lot, though it’s right 
amusing how his reading sessions have to be interrupted
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sibilities. He was treasurer of the South China Mission, 
represented Canton on the executive committee of the mis
sion, served as the Baptist representative to a meeting of the 
National Christian Council in Shanghai, advised the China 
Publication Society on editorial matters—all this in addition 
to teaching, studying, traveling, and preaching.

The Chinese people knew Theron Rankin as their friend, 
their brother in Christ, and their leader. When the president 
of the seminary in Canton left, he was asked to take the 
position and he accepted.

When he could find any spare time, Theron played 
tennis, knowing he must have some relaxation. He loved 
the competition, the physical release from tension on the 
court, and his trophies made a gleaming row in the home. 
He always did the silver polishing himself to keep them 
shining. His family, too, helped him ease up when work 
was too taxing, for Rankin was definitely a family man and 
spent as much time as possible with his wife and his two 
daughters, Page and Mary Lee. He sometimes took them 
riding in the old model “T” Ford the “Rankin-Greene 
Corporation” owned. But such drives were not too successful 
because he had to get out every ten miles to clean the spark 
plugs.

As soon as there was a Chinese Christian who was capable 
of heading Graves Theological Seminary, Mr. Rankin was 
the first to make the motion that he be relieved of the 
presidency in order to give more time to teaching. “We 
must,” he said, “let the nationals take the lead in their 
mission work wherever possible.”

In 1927, the Rankins came back to the States on furlough, 
and Mr. Rankin earned his doctor of philosophy degree in 
missions from Southern Seminary.

Then the missionary family returned to China and went 
about their former work, not realizing that soon their lives 
would be changed again. Outstanding Baptist leaders from 
the States and Europe visited Canton and all returned home 
to report that Baptists had a very unusual missionary in 
South China.

endurance for the extreme tropical rains.
But in the end they were not as staunch as they thought 

for Mr. Greene came down with the flu! They struggled 
into a Chinese inn and got a room for the night. About 
3:00 a. m. Theron was awakened by a terrible noise that 
seemed to be coming from under his bed.

"Go back to sleep, Theron,” Greene said, “it’s just the 
pigs rooting under our bed.”

Theron Rankin came to appreciate fully the charming 
customs and wonderful culture of China. Learning the lan
guage was a painful process but he was determined that he 
would know Cantonese well enough to speak without an 
interpreter. He carried out definite study habits, in spite 
of the mosquitoes. Each night after dark he went to bed 
under netting, taking his books with him.

When he could speak enough Chinese, he began teaching 
New Testament and Greek in Graves Theological Seminary, 
while Mrs. Rankin taught in the Woman’s Bible School, 
Pooi In. He memorized the first talk he was to give in 
Chinese before the seminary, and faculty and students alike 
were impressed with the new missionary’s message and use 
of the language. But when his audience, surprised and 
pleased that he could speak Chinese so well so soon, began 
to crowd forward to thank him, he suddenly realized that 
he had not learned how to say, “You’re welcome.”

It did not take the mission long to realize the scope of 
Theron Rankin’s abilities and he was showered with respon-

Foor 
LALMOST GONE!
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world mission conferences; he continued to teach and preach. 
He led in mission projects never tried before. He sent out
standing Asiatic Baptists to the Baptist World Alliance 
Congress and the Southern Baptist Convention in the States, 
and American Christians were delighted with the high qual
ity of their mission reports. People began to think of Dr. 
Rankin as a part of the Eastern people and way of life and 
to call him the secretary from the Orient. But he realized 
that God was concerned for all people everywhere, not only 
his beloved Asians, but Africans, Portuguese, Germans, In
dians, Eskimos—men of all colors! He said, “Working for 
people is no substitute for working with them.”

In 1940, Mrs. Rankin, at home in the States with her 
daughter, received a letter from Flint, Michigan, saying 
General Motors had a new car for her. She answered that 
she had no money for a car. A second letter came saying 
that the car was already paid for. In China, Dr. Rankin 
saw war clouds in the Orient. He knew personal properties 
would be taken in case of invasion. He had turned in his 
Chevrolet in Shanghai to save it and had asked that a new 
one be delivered to her.

Facing the reality of the war danger with the Foreign 
Mission Board, L. Howard Jenkins, president, cabled Dr. 
Rankin to return to the U. S. A. immediately. The secretary 
replied, “My place is in China.” Then the Board notified 
him that he was needed at home. Again he answered, “My 
place is in China.” The Board’s third cable read, “You 
I glCWOA/P cables as-awJ

In 1935, the Rankins entertained in their home Dr 
Charles E. Maddry, executive secretary of the Foreign Mis
sion Board, and Dr. J. B. Weatherspoon, professor in South
ern Seminary. One evening after dinner the three men went 
into the living room to talk.

“Theron,” Dr. Maddry began, “you know the Board has 
voted to divide the administration of foreign missions by 
having regional secretaries. Of course, there will be a secre
tary for the Orient.”

“Yes, I had heard. I think the plan is going to work very 
well,” Dr. Rankin said. “I know a general supervisor over
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well,” Dr. Rankin said. “I know a general supervisor 
us all will be able to co-ordinate our work much better 
so there won’t be any overlapping or underlapping.”

Dr. Maddry smiled, amused at the missionary’s sincere 
innocence.

“But, Theron,” he said, “you miss the point. We’re not 
interested merely in your approval. On the way out here I 
asked J. B. whom he would recommend for the position 
and without a second’s hesitation he said, ‘M. Theron Ran
kin would be the best man for the job!’ ”

Dr. Rankin adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses and looked 
to Dr. Weatherspoon who was nodding his head. Then there 
was a period of silence.

“I am deeply honored,” Dr. Rankin said thoughtfully. 
“But I don’t know. I was called to be a missionary. We 
will have to see if this new plan is within God’s will for my 
life.”

It was a difficult decision but God’s leadership was clear 
and, after days of prayer, M. Theron Rankin became the 
first Southern Baptist secretary for the Orient.

The regional positions were completely new and there 
were no precedents to guide the selected men in their work. 
Dr. Rankin had to more or less “feel” his way, but he was 
well qualified for this assignment for he had been studying 
the Orient even since before the day he first knew he would 
serve the Lord in China.

He was not content to occupy a desk at headquarters and 
direct everybody so he began extensive trips, meeting and 
working with the missionaries throughout Asia; he attended

RANKIN
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risk imprisonment, loss of your life. Come home.” He re
sponded, ‘‘It may be that some of us will have to die for 
Christ in this generation.”

Missionaries in the Orient wrote home, thanking the Board 
for a leader like Theron Rankin who did not deny them 
the right to carry out their call.

Dr. Rankin stopped in Hong Kong returning from 
mission conference in Free China late in 1941. He must 
make arrangements for Missionary Oz Quick’s trip home 
following an emergency operation. While he was there the 
Japanese invaded and for seventeen terrifying days Dr. Ran
kin and others “dug in” under fire in a building in the 
hills above Hong Kong. While hiding out he decided to 
risk going to town one morning to buy food for the mis
sionaries with him. As he walked along, trying to keep from 
being seen, he saw approaching him a Japanese soldier in 
full regalia, pistols, sword, and everything. The soldier spied 
him and commanded him to stop. Gruffly, he demanded to 
know where Dr. Rankin was going.

“To buy food,” answered Dr. Rankin.
“What you do here?” questioned the soldier. Dr. Rankin 

explained that he was an American in China, not as a busi
nessman but as a missionary. The Japanese soldier’s face 
lighted up and he smiled. “You Christian?” he asked, “Me 
Christian, too.”

There on the road two brothers in Christ shook hands, 
forgetting that they were enemies.

When the city surrendered, soldiers poured into their 
mountain hideout and the Americans were prisoners.

Dr. Rankin and the others were crowded into Stanley 
Internment Camp near Hong Kong, a former Chinese mili
tary camp that was soon to hold 3,500 British, American, 
and Dutch civilians. People scrambled for whatever rooms 
and furniture they could get. Dr. Rankin, ended up in a 
small, almost bare, room with five other missionaries—one 
couple, two single women, and a single man. But they felt 
lucky—some rooms contained 12 or 13 people!

Then began the long period of misery. Though they 
were not beaten or tortured, they slowly starved. Dr. Rankin

FOR 17 TERRIFYING DAYS OUR 
MISSIONARIES WERE UNDER 

|B FIRE, "DUG IN" IN A BUILDING IM 
THE HILLS UP ABOVE HONGKONG.

J? 4

said, “Oftentimes when we did get a bowl of rice, it con
tained about as many weevils as it had rice, but I came to 
the place where I could eat the rice and all that went with 
it.” Diseases, especially beriberi and pellagra, developed all 
over the camp.

tgra:5V
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Once Dr. Rankin fainted after five days without food 
and two of his friends revived him. Soon he was again 
sharing his meager portion of food with the children.

Dr. Rankin said, “During those months without sufficient 
clothing and hardly any food, we got down to the bare 
realities of life. I realized for the first time that the true 
realm of reality lies within our spirit and the qualities 
within ourselves. The hunger and hardships revealed our 
character. As long as you have quality of character, you may 
lose everything else and still have that one thing that counts.”

Actually people had to find something to do to keep from 
going mad! Dr. Rankin learned how to make “clogs,” cheap 
working shoes, from old wood and rubber tire tubes, and 
when he could get flour he made bread, for he had done 
that as a student job at Furman. This increased the prisoners’ 
diets by about 1000 calories a day, a much needed increase, 
but it brought new problems for Dr. Rankin to solve. One 
day he caught a prisoner stealing some of the flour. “I’ve 
never struck a man in my life,” he told the thief, “but if 
you don’t stop stealing, I’ll beat the tar out of you!”

Dr. Rankin’s leadership abilities were recognized even 
in the camp with outstanding businessmen and other civilian 
leaders. He was administrator of the food, overseer of the 
welfare of his fellow prisoners, and vice-chairman of the 
American Communal Council of the camp.

When Oz Quick came from hospital to camp, he brought

welcomed supplies with him—cod liver oil, vitamin pills, 
and even baseball equipment. Though weak, Dr. Rankin 
played with all his might trying to make everyone happy.

“Don’t hit the ball too hard, Theron, or the game will 
be called on account of barbed wire!” they warned him, 
laughing at his antics.

The prisoners were allowed a little time each day alone, 
away from the crowd. Then Dr. Rankin sat on a rock over
looking the ocean in back of the camp and prayed, and 
whistled, “Going Home.”

In September, 1942, the Americans were repatriated. They 
crossed 18,000 miles of submarine infested waters while 
Southern Baptists, as Dr. Rankin said, “Wove a safety net 
and bridge of prayer.”

Upon arrival in New York, Dr. Rankin was met by his 
family. When Mary Lee, his younger daughter, now taller 
than he, came toward him with arms outstretched, he ex
claimed, “How you’ve grown!” but quickly added, “That’s 
all right, there is more of you to love than there used to be!” 
Then it was on to Richmond and home! Mrs. Rankin and 
his beloved “Pagie” and “Kiddie” were not pleased at his 
condition. Though he had always been small, he was then 
only a shell of a man physically.

But his family was happy together again while they tried 
to feed him and let him rest and regain strength. They were 
a wonderful foursome, pals always. The two daughters were

DON'T HIT IT TOO HARD, RANKIN ,OR\ 
THE GAME WILL BE CALLED 
ON ACCOUNT OF BARBED WIREI /
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asking, “Can I invite Marjorie to stay to dinner?” They 
were a close knit group. After only a few months of rest 
Dr. Rankin was up touring the United States, pleading for 
the cause of missions and proving that the horrors of war 
resulted from failure to spread the gospel to all people.

By plane and train he carried his message, “We must 
appeal to the people of the world heart to heart, work with 
them hand in hand.” Ever concerned that Baptists give more 
to missions, he preached, “The support of the program of 
foreign missions is like a train with two tracks; one is the 
Cooperative Program, the other is the Lottie Moon Christ
mas Offering.”

When Dr. Rankin was asked to refer to his prison ex
perience, he simply said, “In the camp I truly came to feel 
that ‘for me to live is Christ and to die is gain.’ ” He quieted 
all stories of his heroism and courage. “I did those things 
only in the line of duty,” he said.

Dr. Maddry was due for retirement as executive secre
tary of the Foreign Mission Board in October, 1944, and 
Dr. Rankin was approached time and again about taking 
the position. But he hoped to return to the East following 
the war, and each time he replied, “No, I have served for 
ten years as the secretary for the Orient and I want to con
tinue in that capacity.”

One day the president of the Foreign Mission Board came

to his office. “Rankin,” he said, “a number of people want 
you as our executive secretary and I hope you will not close 
your mind against it. At least you should be willing to pray 
about it.” Dr. Rankin felt he could not refuse such a re
quest, so he agreed to pray and to appear before a special 
committee a few days later.

“I went thinking that it would take me only ten minutes 
to convince the committee that my place was in China,” he 
said, “but instead of that after they presented the matter 
I told the members to give me more time to think about it.”

When the Board’s forty-man committee met for the final 
nomination, they knelt and prayed that God would lead 
them to select the right man for the job. Then each one 
took a piece of paper and wrote his choice. The papers were 
collected and the chairman began reading the names aloud.

“M. T. Rankin.”
“Theron Rankin.”
“M. Theron Rankin.”
“Rankin.”
All forty carried the same name!
The phone in his office rang. Dr. Rankin knew it was 

about the meeting. The voice on the other end said, “Theron, 
all forty members voted for you to become our next execu
tive secretary.”

He hesitated a moment, then quietly said, “Please give 
me today and tonight to think and pray more and I will 
let the Board know tomorrow morning.”

That night he and Mrs. Rankin talked it all over. “This 
is the leading of God and I cannot say no, Valleria,” he 
told her.

“I feel the same way, Theron. Such a unanimous vote 
must be divine leadership.”

The next morning Dr. Rankin went before the committee 
to give his decision. “Who am I, one little person,” he 
began, “to withstand the unanimous decision of forty peo
ple? I have to realize that God can lead forty people as well 
as one, and how much more important is the leading of forty 
people in comparison to one. So I yield my desire, feeling 
that God is leading in your decision.”

almost like sisters to their dad, and their mother like 
sister to the daughters.

One year for Christmas they agreed to give each other 
gifts they made with their own hands. When the three 
received handkerchiefs which Dr. Rankin had monogrammed 
for each, they went into gales of laughter. One said to a 
friend, “Several times I caught Daddy sitting on the far 
side of the bed, facing the corner, busily working at some
thing he was trying to hide. I thought he was trying to jab 
something into leather—a nail maybe.”

The four had an extra language in common and could 
lapse into Chinese when they wanted to mention something 
so that others would not understand, like unexpectedly
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“Why can’t Southern Baptists launch out on a great world
wide mission program?” turned over and over in his mind.

The first days of the new year, 1948, were spent in con
ference with the regional secretaries of the team. To get 
away from the interruptions of telephone and visitors, they 
took a room in a hotel in a small Virginia town for their 
annual meeting. There he laid before them his ideas. They 
were bigger aims than Southern Baptists had ever dreamed 
of—1,750 missionaries and an annual budget of $10,000,000 
for foreign missions!

It was a struggle at the convention. At first the idea met 
suspicion and considerable resistance. But he convinced 
them that he had thought and prayed the project through 
carefully and that there were really opportunities where 
they saw dangers.

The convention adopted the Advance Program and three 
slogans: “That the World May Know,” “Every Baptist a 
Tither,” and “Fifty-Fifty by 1950.”

Then began the process of promoting the idea in the 
churches themselves. Dr. Rankin was the man for the job. 
He believed in Southern Baptists and in God’s plan for the 
world: He said, “The American people just played around 
at the job of winning a world war, until they were given 
a colossal task. When they realized they had to equip all 
the allies in order to win, they amazed even themselves with 
the results. Baptists are like that: they’ll piddle at the job 
of world evangelism until doomsday unless they begin to 
see that a church of any size can be worldwide in scope if 
it has a world program.” He dared believe that if someone 
would challenge Christian churches to undertake the work 
of healing, education, and evangelism as a global task, they 
would be better churches and the people of the world would 
know more about Christ.

Dr. Rankin took his message to churches large and small. 
He urged them, “Strengthen your stakes and lengthen your 
cords.” He preached, “Southern Baptists are trying to win 
a lost world with only about 500 missionaries and about 
$3,000,000. It is like trying to cover the top of a hogshead 
with a man’s pocket handkerchief. You place the handker-

ll \
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Dr. Rankin took office on January 1, 1945, the first 
foreign missionary to become the executive secretary of the 
Southern Baptist Foreign Mission Board. He was taking the 
office that for over 100 years had been the very unifying 
center of Baptist life, and he was going to live up to its 
noblest traditions. In accepting, he said, “I am grateful that 
I do not have to measure my task in terms of my own 
capabilities. I come to this position ■with the assurance of 
God’s support and strength. Christian missions is his under
taking and he calls his servants to work with him as they 
serve in this enterprise.” He refused to think of himself 
as outranking his associates. One morning in the prayer 
service he said, “For the job we have to do, we must all 
work together. Somebody needs to call the signals and I 
guess that’s what I’ve been designated for, but I’m just the 
captain of the team.” The team ■was the regional secretaries, 
the forty or so who were members of the home office staff 
at that time, the forty or so Board members, the mission
aries, and all Southern Baptists. His appreciation of his 
comrades was unlimited and his expressions of that appre
ciation were worth working for.

He began to travel again—this time the world over. Every
where he studied men’s needs and everywhere he found 
men needed Jesus Christ. And all the while the question,

foreign mission
BOARD! „
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chief on one side and pull to the other and the handkerchief 
slips off the opposite side.”

He illustrated his sermons with a globe and a rubber 
band. “My job as secretary of the Foreign Mission Board,” 
he said, “is to take the appropriation that reaches the Board 
through the Cooperative Program of Southern Baptists and 
try to stretch it out and make it go as far as it can. It is 
like taking this rubber band and trying to stretch it around 
this globe. The more I stretch the rubber, the thinner it 
gets. And if I stretch it too much it will break.” Usually it 
did break. Once after giving this illustration he said with 
a stern look on his face, “The convincing power of the 
witness we seek to give to the uon-Christian world both at 
home and abroad, will be determined in a large measure 
by what Southern Baptists do about what we profess. Pro
fession of great faith cannot be substantiated by small action 
and giving.”

And what he preached, the secretary practiced! He was 
a genius at managing money and directing plans, but even 
more impressive was his own personal Christianity. His 
constant prayer was, “Lord, save us from small, self-centered 
thinking and planning. Enlarge our capacities of compas
sion and comprehension. Make us big in soul and spirit.

Give us a vision of what we can do and implant in us the 
devotion to fulfill that vision.”

Dr. Rankin gladly welcomed all new missionaries into 
the Board’s family. He talked with each one personally 
before sending him out and told some of his own experiences 
on the field. The theme of his charge to each was, “You 
are going out where the only certainty is uncertainty. But 
you are walking out on God’s grace, and the gain so far 
outweighs the loss that it is a credit experience. You have 
little to lose which can be taken away from you; you are 
gaining that which can never be taken away from you.” 
After meeting his executive secretary, one young mission 
appointee expressed the feelings of many: “In Dr. Rankin 
today, I found the most sympathetic friend I ever met.”

Early in 1951, the Communists began to close the mission 
doors to the East. The Foreign Mission secretary insisted, 
“We have not lost in China. We cannot lose what God 
himself has accomplished.”

When the liberal and conservative elements of his de
nomination were at worst odds, he held them together by 
his understanding of both views and patience in uniting 
the two. Other than righteous indignation, Dr. Rankin
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when he had walked through the gates of Stanley Intern 
ment Camp:

“We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; 
we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, 
but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed; 
always bearing about in the body the dying of the 
Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made 
manifest in our mortal flesh.”
Later he said, “Bill Wallace’s witness of God’s love in 

Christ has been made immortal. Communism will beat 
itself to pieces against the indestructible strength of such 
love.”

He never doubted that the strength of communism would 
break in the East and that God’s work would continue 
there. Meanwhile in Japan doors opened wider than ever. 
One hundred Southern Baptist missionaries entered that 
country. Other doors in the Orient opened—Korea, Taiwan, 
the Philippines, Thailand, Malaya, and Indonesia.

Dr. Rankin lead into new fields all over the world— 
Guatemala, Costa Rica, Honduras, Venezuela, Peru, Ecuador, 
Paraguay, Ghana, and Southern Rhodesia. He directed the 
establishment of international training centers for national 
leaders in Europe and South America and of more Southern 
Baptist hospitals overseas.

The last main article he wrote for The Commission was 
entitled “Do Southern. Baptists Dare Follow God?” “Will 
God pass Southern Baptists by as he moves on, seeking those 
who will dare to follow him out into today’s world?” He 
concluded, “I wouldn’t dare be left standing here!”

On his way home to Richmond from South Carolina in 
the spring of 1953, he stopped to visit his older sister. She 
noticed at once how unusually quiet he was. He simply sat 
on her front porch, hardly saying a thing.

“Theron, are you tired?” she asked him.
“Yes, I am,” he replied.
“Well, have you had anything to eat?”
“No,” he said, “and you need not fix anything for me.”
“Let me get you a glass of milk.”
“That would be good.” •

seldom lost his temper. Even in five o’clock traffic he would 
only say, “Frustration is setting in.”

In personal conversation and addresses, too, Dr. Rankin’s 
favorite word was “we.” He put all rhe Christians who had 
ever lived into it. And he lived to see his own denomination 
working together as one in Christ to a greater degree than 
ever before. During his administration the per capita giving 
of Southern Baptists increased three times ever what it had 
been ten years previously. The number of foreign mission
aries grew from 500 to 913.

One February morning in 1951, he received a cablegram 
from Canton announcing the death of Dr. William L. Wal
lace, missionary to China, in a Communist prison. At the 
regular 10 o’clock chapel meeting in the Board headquarters 
the executive secretary announced the news. Then he 
read from 2 Corinthians the words which had come to him
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Ridgecrest. Then the Greene and Rankin families 
together a week in mid-June on the Potomac River.

On Tuesday night, the twenty-third, the two families re
turned to the Rankin home in Richmond.

The next morning as he came down the stairs with Mr. 
Greene, Dr. Rankin said, “Bill, I have an idea that I want 
to discuss with you. It’s not long till the deadline for my 
copy for The Commission and I want to give you the 
material to write out for me.”

They talked together and later Mr. Greene released the 
article, “Out Beyond.” It presented the idea that God is 
ever calling us “out beyond” the accomplishments of today 
into greater spiritual realms, manifested in service.

On the afternoon of the twenty-sixth Dr. Frank Means, 
editor of The Commission, was permitted to visit Dr. Rankin.

“I know,” he said, “that I am in a critical condition, but 
the end hasn’t come yet. The love of Christ still holds me 
in its grip. I have been in tight places before.”

Then Dr. Rankin recalled the seventeen days under fire 
in the hills above Hong Kong during the war. “I know a 
lot of people are praying for me now, too,” he said.

“Yes, perhaps more than you realize,” Dr. Means answered.
“It is more important,” Dr. Rankin said, “for the will 

of God to be done than for their prayers to be answered 
in the way they want them to be.”

The next morning about 6:10 his pulse slowed consider
ably and a few minutes later he was gone.

Within a matter of hours on that Saturday, June 27, 1953, 
the tragic news was carried throughout the convention and 
overseas to every mission. And everywhere men and women 
thought and remembered:

The office janitor recalled the long overtime hours the 
executive secretary had spent in his office.

The young airline stewardess pictured the frequent pas
senger who was so courteous and pleasant.

The country preacher said to his wife, “Mary, though 
he was a very important man and had much responsibility, 
the doors of his office were always open to visitors like me.”

Young missionaries on the field sorrowed, knowing they 
had lost a wonderful friend.

Men and women on Dr. Rankin’s staff recalled his radiant

He drank the milk, then said, “When I get back 
Richmond and have my routine check up with the view 
of going to South America, I am afraid that my doctor is 
going to find something which he will not be pleased with.”

Dr. Rankin had planned a visit to South America in the 
fall of 1952. But he had been so tired when he returned 
from a trip to Europe that he had postponed it until late 
May, 1953.

On May 21 he had his examination. The doctor gave him 
a medical certificate, but told him he wanted to make a 
further check on his blood as it showed a low count.

At 9:45 the next morning in his office the phone rang. 
It was the doctor.

“Dr. Rankin, do not use that certificate I gave you yes
terday. I want you and your wife to come down to my 
office.”

“Did you find something wrong?” Dr. Rankin asked.
“Yes.”
“Is it serious?”
“Yes,” the doctor said again.
“Tell me, doctor, is it leukemia?”
“Yes, and I think you and your wife ought to know.”
“What about my chances in life?”
The doctor’s voice came slowly. “I’ll give you five or six 

weeks. You may expect the -worst, but you can hope for the 
best.”

Dr. Rankin hung up. He went to his regular 10 o’clock 
prayers with the staff. He led the morning’s service but said 
not a word of that conversation.

He saw his doctor. A staff member drove him to Johns 
Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore where a blood specialistHopkins Hospital in Baltimore where 
confirmed the report. Then Dr. Rankin told his staff. He 
emphasized that, his doctor had said he could expect the 
worst but hope for the best.

He made plans to spend the summer resting and con
sidered writing a book—a task he had long hoped to under
take. He spent awhile with his family in their cottage at 
Ridgecrest. Then the Greene and Rankin families were
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spirit and remarked, “I have never 
seen a more courageous death.”

Hundreds of letters and telegrams 
flooded the Richmond office:

“How like Paul was he!”
“He was the greatest man I ever 

knew.”
“His life will continue to bear fruit for God as few who 

have lived on this earth.”
“Southern Baptists are a greater people because of his 

strong and dedicated life.”
At the funeral in the First Baptist Church of Richmond, 

Dr. Weatherspoon quoted the Beatitudes and showed how 
Dr. Rankin measured up to each. He emphasized his faith, 
triumphant unto the end. “He was,” said Dr. Weather
spoon, “a quiet man under the order of God.”

Dr. Theodore F. Adams, his pastor, read from John 17, 
the Scripture that had meant the most to Dr. Rankin his 
last five weeks:

“While I was with them in the world, I kept them in 
thy name . . . and now 1 come to thee . . . as thou hast 
sent me into the world, even so have I also sent them 
into the world. . .

he team.
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