STELLA AND CEPHAS BENNET

(1808 - 1891) (1804 - 1885)
Missionaries to Burma

s L 3

STELLA KNECELAND BENNETT, REV. CEPMAS BENNETT,

In Myanmar (Burma), translators of the Bible like Adoniram Judson (Burmese), Francis
Mason (Sgaw Karen), Durin L. Brayton (Pwo Karen), Josiah Cushing (Shan), and Ola Hanson
(Kachin) often receive recognition for their tremendous and mighty efforts. However, after Bible
translation is complete, a new phase of proofreading and publishing the word of God is needed.
Missionaries like Cephas and Stella Bennett did this tedious and outstanding work of publishing
God’s word. Their unheralded trifold roles as printers, teachers, and pastor missionary evangelists/
pastors, along with extended years of missionary service (over 60 years) in Tavoy, Moulmein, and
Rangoon Myanmar (Burma) among the Burman and Karen have often been neglected.

On 20 March 1804, Cephas Bennet was born in Homer, New York. His father, Alfred
Bennett, was an outstanding Baptist preacher who worked in many pastorates in the West and
South. When Cephas was four, he was disabled in an accident that injured his knee. The injury was
so severe that doctors recommended amputation. However, his parents decided otherwise. Cephas
would go on for the rest of his life needing to walk with a crutch and then a cane. Still, this hobbling
did nothing to stop Cephas from an industrious life. At thirteen, Cephas was apprenticed to a
printer while also being allowed to receive schooling (three months out of the year). Cephas
accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior in his late teenage years. On 13 January 1808, he
married Stella Kneeland (b. 13 January 1808), who would serve faithfully together. At first, the
couple settled in Utica, New York, where Cephas’ printing business was thriving, and he was also
printing the Baptist Register.
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Being the printer of the Baptist Register,
Cephas was tracking the translation efforts of
Adoniram Judson. Cephas then offered his
service to help print the Burmese bible in
America. In 1827, Cephas began
communicating with the Baptist Board about
his idea, which prompted a visit by Dr. Bolles, a
Secretary of the Baptist Board in Board. During
his stay with the Bennets, a decision was made
that printing the Burmese bible in the USA was

impractical. Instead, a new plan was hatched

with the Bennets to be sent out as missionaries to Burma. This was not an easy decision as the
Bennets had a very successful business and expected the birth of their first child, Eldsina Stella (b.
29 April 1828). Still, the call to bring God’s word to Burma was one they could not shirk from.

On 19 May 1829, the Bennets sailed from
Philadelphia bound for Calcutta and then onto Burma.
The journey was difficult, particularly for Mrs. Bennet,
who was expecting her second child. Upon arrival in
Calcutta, Mrs. Bennett gave birth to her second child,
Mary (b. 1 November 1829). While in Calcutta, Cephas
Bennet took on a temporary role as a principal in a school
of the English Baptist Mission, and both Bennets sought
a teacher to begin their study of the Burmese language.
On 18 January 1830, the Bennets, now a family of four,
arrived in Amherst (Kyaikkhami), Burma, where they met
the Wade family.

Within a month, the press that Cephas Bennet
had brought with him was set up, and the first printing
work in Moulmein, Burma, began on 6 February 1830.
The first printed Christian Tract of ‘The Golden Balance’
came off the press in March. In 1832, the first edition of
the Burmese New Testament came off the presses. Early
in their service, the Bennets showed excellent proficiency
in language learning. This was especially true for Stella,

who was considered among all the missionaries as the
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best alternative to Adoniram Judson in translating and revising the Burmese bible. Stella would do
a great deal of translation work for the mission throughout her mission career.
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With the work of the press being led by
Cephas and Stella doing practical teaching work,
caring for the two Bennet children became
increasingly difficult. In 1832, it was decided that
the two young children would travel back to
America with the Wade family, who were departing
for convalescence. In later years, this decision was
made multiple times for all eight Bennet children to
have a fuller and more educated life. This difficult
decision by the Bennet parents to separate from
the children they loved for the cause of the
Kingdom of God. Reflecting on this great sacrifice,
Stella spoke to her granddaughter with tears in her ‘ P Moulmein
eyes, saying, “If | had it all to live over again, | think 320
| should see it to be duty to keep my children
longer, and do, if need be, a little less other work. No one can do for children what a mother can.”

In 1833-34, the Bennets worked the Rangoon field alongside Karen Evangelist Ko Tha
Byu and Burman Evangelist Moung En, which saw great fruit. In 1835, the Bennets returned to
Moulmein, where Cephas served as Pastor of the English Church due to the many English soldiers
stationed there. They also oversaw a government school and bordering home for over one
hundred students. By 1839, the Bennets’ need for rest became greatly needed, and they returned
to the United States for recuperation and arrived in New York in early 1940. There they reunited
with their two children, whom they had not seen for over seven years. Cephas and Stella took with
them four more of their children to reunite with their two older siblings and a young Chinese boy
named Ah Vong, who, as a new convert, suffered persecution and found safety serving alongside
Cephas in the press work. Their time in the USA was not only for reuniting with family and friends.
On 27 January 1841, Cephas was ordained in the Broad Street Church of Utica, NY. Also,
alongside Ah Vong, the two worked at a shop to create a new printing smaller font for Karen and
Burmese to take with them to further the Baptist Mission’s efforts.

In early 1842, the Bennets again made the difficult choice of leaving six of their children
behind in the USA and returning to their adopted home of Burma. They served to do pastoral,
printing, and education work at various times at the mission stations of Tavoy and Moulmein.
Again, the stressful job became quite an ordeal for Mrs. Bennet, whose proofreading of both
Burmese and Karen greatly assisted the mission. By 1852, she returned to the USA, taking
another young son destined to be left behind. However, her time in the USA was short. In June
1852, she returned to the mission field along with Mr. and Mrs. Rose, Mr. and Mrs. Bixby, and her
daughter Mary Bennet Whitaker, who had married Rev. Daniel Whitaker. 1852 was also
momentous as Rangoon was taken by the British during the second Burmese war.
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With Mrs. Bennet's return, Cephas Bennet went to the USA for a year of deputation.
Unfortunately, he arrived and found that their youngest son had died. Cephas then returned to
Burma with his daughter Ellen. The Bennet family soon suffered another tragedy with the loss of
their son-in-law, Rev. Whitaker, a missionary to the Karen in Toungoo, who died on 18 August
1857. By 1862, a momentous decision was made by the Bennets and the Baptist mission to
relocate Rangoon. The press was relocated onto 35t street. The press was located on the second
floor, with the Bennets residing on the first floor supervising the work. The move to Rangoon
opened up many more avenues of ministry for the Bennets. After their move, the Bennets
organized the Burma Bible and Tract Society and worked
with the British government in creating and examining
Burman textbooks. Mr. Bennet took on a ministry role
serving as Superintendent of the Sunday School for the
English Church. This role he held for the rest of his
missionary service in Rangoon. Cephas enjoyed this role
immensely, and often the mission would find another to
lead the mission press, giving him more time to engage in
pastoral work. Inevitably, these missionaries for the press
would leave the field, and the Bennets would yet again
take on the mantle of press leadership. In her later years,
Mrs. Bennet’s eyesight worsened, making proofreading
difficult. Instead, she focused her support in the field of
education and with the ministry of the Bible Women, who
were very effective evangelists within the Mission. After

the move to Rangoon, the Bennets gained standing as

the patriarchs within the Baptist mission. Among
missionaries and locals alike like they were called Papa and Mama Bennet. Many local Christians
would come to their home for advice and support. The Bennets enjoyed relationships with all
races and religions in Rangoon, including Cephas’ friendship with the Catholic Bishop, Father Paul
Ambroise Bigandet. On 10 January 1877, the Bennets and many friends celebrated their golden

Mah Hnin Yah, Bible Woman and friend of Stella Bennet

anniversary.

By 1885, Burma was in the throes of the third British war with King Thibaw in the north.
At the same time, Cephas Bennet was involved with the building of the English Baptist Church of
Rangoon. Unfortunately, on the dedication day, Cephas was too ill to attend. The illness would
never abate, and Cephas Bennet passed away to his eternal reward on 16 November 1885 at
eighty-one. He was laid to rest alongside his longtime missionary friends; Dr. Francis Mason (d. 3
March 1874), Dr. Jonathan Wade (d. 10 June 1872), Royal B. Hancock (d. 1884), Sabin T. Goodell
(d. 23 November 1877).
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Although slowed by the loss of her husband, Stella Bennet continued her work. Joined
by her daughter and granddaughter, she was steadfast in her missionary service, mainly among
the Bible Women she loved. On a damp rainy season day, during one of her visits to an ill
missionary, she got influenza. Stella had often faced sickness, but this took on a significant
advance. As the illness began to overtake her, she shared in her murmuring prayers: “O Lord,
don’t pass me by this time.” On 30 September 1891, her prayer was answered, and Mrs. Stella
Kneeland Bennet joined her husband where no more tears are shed.
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