Edward A. Stevens
(1814-1886)

Missionary to Myanmar (Burma)

Biography by Austin House

Edward Abiel Stevens, "the golden
mouthed" missionary of Burma, was born to
Oliver and Eliza Stevens in Sunbury,
Georgia, on 23 January 1814. The time of
E.A. Stevens' birth was auspicious in
missions as Adoniram Judson's call through
Luther Rice was making reverberations
throughout the United States. During this
instance of mission fervor, Eliza asked her
pastor to bless and devote Edward's life to the
Burma Mission. Years later, when Edward
learned of this dedication, he was unaware of
he wrote: "it explains to my mind, why, at an
early age, my interest was enlisted in that
enterprise, resulting in my devotion to it,
while, in a family of nine brothers and sisters
who attained to maturity, no other one
evinced any special interest in the work. I
regard the fact as a marked illustration of the
efficacy of prayer, and the acceptance by
God, as in the case of Samuel, of special
dedication to the specific services in the
church...and when [ actually proposed to
become a missionary, my parents evinced no
joy from the fact, although they dared not, as
they said, make any opposition to the
proposal, for they remember the word spoken
when [ was a child."

Raised in Sunbury Baptist church,
Edward experienced the quickening of the
Holy Spirit, and at the age of thirteen, was
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baptized. In 1828, E.A. Stevens' parents
sent him to live with his mother's sister, the
wife of Dr. H.J. Ripley, in Newton,
Massachusetts to prepare for higher
education. Edward went onto study at
Brown University, graduating in 1833 and
then to Newton Theological Institute and
graduating in 1836.
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In June 1836, the Baptist Triennial Convention (American Baptist Missionary Union)
commissioned E.A. Stevens to be a missionary to Burma. Edward spent the next year
traveling around Georgia, stirring up enthusiasm for the cause of missions. On 5 October
1837, Edward married Elizabeth Lincoln, the daughter of Calvin Haven of Boston. Three
weeks later, the newlyweds boarded the ship named the Rosabella alongside Rev. Stilson,
Rev. D.L. Brayton, and their wives arrived in Moulmein, Burma on 16 February 1838. Other
than Mrs. Stilson (d. 1851), most of this party would each spend about fifty years or more in
the cause of missions.

Upon arrival, Edward A. Stevens received his assignment to the Burman department to
continue the Theological school as it was to be moved from Tavoy to Moulmein. After a few
years, it became clear to Stevens that full-time study based on the western ideas of
theological education was impracticable. Most of the candidates were older students with
families to support. Along with teaching, in his early years, Stevens had the task of
overseeing the Pwo Karen church in Dongyan, which he was honored to assist in some of the
first baptisms within that church.

Stevens found that serving alongside Adoniram Judson was an honor. The feeling was
mutual as Judson thought highly of Stevens' ministry gifts. When Judson departed for the
USA for furlough (1845-46), he left Stevens in charge of the Burmese Church's pastoral
work in Moulmein. Stevens showed a remarkable gift in the Burmese language and received
the moniker "the golden-mouthed missionary" as his pronunciation and writing were like the
natives. Dr. Judson also saw these gifts, and he committed to Edward Stevens to finish the
manuscripts of his Burmese Dictionary.

Stevens was a prolific writer and translator in developing tracts, commentaries, a
concordance of the Bible, over eighty Christian hymns, and numerous other educational
volumes into the Burmese language. In 1842, he initiated a monthly paper called the
"Religious Herald" which later became "The Burman Messenger." He edited and wrote this
monthly volume throughout his missionary life. These publications alone would be enough
to reveal a remarkable mission career. Still, Stevens was known more for his pastoral work
and itineration than in his profuse literary gifts. Stevens was in his element behind a desk of
study as he was in the jungles of Burma. He found the greatest joy in his annual evangelistic
itinerations. These he maintained until his later years when health prevented him from

traveling.
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In 1854, after a term of sixteen years, Dr. Stevens went to the USA. In 1857, he
returned to Burma and took up residence in Rangoon to serve as pastor of the English and
Burmese Church. He remained in this position until 1874 and then resumed overseeing the
church again in 1877. From the English church arose the Tamil and Telugu mission work in
Burma. Stevens also was involved in helping to establish mission work among Chinese and
Muslims in Rangoon. The church and missions throughout Burma often looked to Stevens
for guidance and leadership. Stevens also believed strongly in developing and training native
leaders. He would spend 4 72 days a week teaching scripture and other classes to Burmese
students during the rainy season.

In 1873, Stevens suffered from a series of heart attacks, and in 1874 he returned to the
USA for rest and recovery. Over his nearly fifty years of service, this was his second and
final trip to the USA. While in the USA the Baptist church printed a tract entitled: Are the
Heathen in a Perishing Condition. Stevens could have easily remained in the USA, but he
saw the task of mission work among Burman a call he had to return to. At the end of 1885,
Stevens finished a lifetime work in witnessing the printing of his Burmese Reference
Testament. Fittingly, this was about the same time Stevens was informed his heart was giving
out. Sadly, Stevens spent the last six months of his life in a great deal of suffering and angst.
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Even in some delirtum, Stevens could utter faithful prayers and remark with joy during
his final weeks when he heard of Christian hymns sung by students nearby. On 19 June 1886,
E.A. Stevens died surrounded by family. His friend D.L. Brayton who had served alongside
him in Burma for all those fifty years, led a worship service as he gave his dying breath. At his
funeral, during the eulogy, it was said: "He loved his brethren, and his brethren loved him.
Perhaps there is no characteristic by which our brother will longer or more lovingly be
remembered than this feature of love.”

Edward A. Stevens left a lasting legacy not only in his work but in his family too. Of his
two sons, Sumner Wynne Stevens became a Baptist pastor in America and Edward O. Stevens
was to serve as his father as a missionary in Burma for an illustrious period. Of his several
daughters, one became the wife of D.A.W. Smith, president of the Karen Theological
Seminary. Indeed, few men in the Burmese church annals loved more and gave so much for
God's glory.
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