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Henrietta Cornelia Mears was born in Fargo, North Dakota on October 23, 1890, the 

youngest of seven children by some eleven years.  She came from a rich spiritual 

heritage.  Her grandfather, Dr. W. W. Everts, had been the prominent pastor of several 

churches, including the First Baptist Church of Chicago.  Upon reading the biography of 

her grandmother, she said, "I'm amazed to see how many of my own policies and beliefs 

trace back to my grandmother.  The same thinking, the same ideas and approach.  She 

taught them to my mother, and I was almost unconsciously reared on these same 

precepts."  Her father, E. Ashley Mears, had substantial wealth, owning more than 

twenty banks located in the Dakotas.  He was known for his optimism, humor, clear 

sense of vision, and an extraordinary capacity to train people, traits that Henrietta 

acquired.   

Her mother, Margaret Everts Mears, though a slight woman physically, had a powerful 

intellect and great spiritual depth.  She exuded enthusiasm and concern for others; if 

not involved in caring for her family, much of her endeavor concerned the poor and 

deeds of charity.  Her disciplined devotional walk and effective presentation of the 

Gospel to salesmen and others visiting the Mears home gave young Henrietta a pattern 

of spiritual life she would later follow faithfully.  Through the loss of two children in 

death and the severe illnesses of two others, including Henrietta, Margaret's spiritual 

strength had been forged in the fire of personal trial. 

The Mears family moved to Minneapolis when Henrietta was in the second grade.  Her 

home life provided a rich spiritual atmosphere, each day beginning with Bible reading, 

family prayer, and hymn singing.  Since her other siblings were much older, she became 

the special focus of her mother's attention, providing the young girl a strong foundation 

in the Christian faith.  On Easter Sunday morning as a seven year old, she declared her 

desire to become a Christian and to join the church.  Despite her young age, it was clear 

that she was informed and serious about her faith and was baptized soon after.  Her 

family belonged to the First Baptist Church of Minneapolis, and at age eleven, she 

taught her first class, a group of beginning Christians at a mission for the needy in 

Minneapolis, foreshadowing her ministry to come. 

At twelve Henrietta was stricken with muscular rheumatism, which crippled her and left 

her in constant pain.  Two years later, through the prayers of a family friend, she was 

miraculously healed and never again suffered from this illness.  From the time she began 

elementary school, she was plagued with poor eyesight that doctors predicted would 

lead to total blindness.   
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Though she was not supernaturally healed from this condition, remarkably she was able 

to read and study throughout her whole life.  She even claimed, "You know, I believe my 

greatest spiritual asset throughout my entire life has been my failing sight. It has kept 

me completely dependent upon God."  

As a seventeen year old high school senior, Henrietta made a commitment to vocational 

Christian service, at first believing her call to be as a missionary to China.  After some 

frustration and lack of confirmation on such a call, she entered the University of 

Minnesota where she studied chemistry.  Despite her poor eyesight, she did well 

because of her disciplined study habits.  She served as the superintendent of a Sunday 

school junior department while a freshman, and during her junior and senior years, 

taught a women's Bible class at the university.  In 1910, when she was twenty, her 

mother died; this was particularly difficult for her since they had been so close.  At this 

time she experienced the power of the indwelling presence of God's spirit in a new way; 

this formed the basis for all her future ministry 

In 1913 with her bachelor's degree, she accepted a position in North Branch, Minnesota, 

as a chemistry teacher and principal of the high school while also helping in the Sunday 

school and youth program of the local Methodist church.  The following year she moved 

to Beardsley, Minnesota, where she again taught chemistry and took on high school 

principal duties.  She began a Bible study for the young people; her enthusiastic 

spirituality was infectious as she had a positive impact on the small community. 

One year later, Henrietta Mears accepted a position at Central High School in 

Minneapolis and served there for ten years.  She started a Fidelis Class for young 

women at the First Baptist Church, which grew to an enrollment of three thousand 

attendees at the end of ten years.  Such growth was based on a system of small groups 

comprised of five girls including a leader; when groups reached ten girls, one girl left to 

start a new group of her own.  While she had earlier seen her call as a foreign 

missionary, she now came to the realization that her ministry role was to nurture 

spiritual growth and leadership and to train others to take the Gospel throughout the 

world. 

In March of 1926, she met Dr. Stewart P. MacLennan, pastor of the First Presbyterian 

Church of Hollywood, California, who had come to preach in her church.  He was so 

impressed with her in their brief time together that he tried to persuade her to come 

work in his church.  A year later she came to California to visit the Hollywood church.  
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She found an exciting ministry there with great potential; she finally sensed God's call 

and accepted the position of Director of Christian Education in the fall of 1928.  She held 

this position for thirty-five years, and it served as the platform from which a multitude 

of people believed in Christ, learned the Scripture, were trained in leadership, and 

founded a plethora of ministries. 

Under her direction, the Sunday School grew from 450 to more than 6500 – the largest 

Presbyterian Sunday school of its time in the world.  "Teacher," as her students called 

her, built the church education program on a strong foundation of prayer, hard work, a 

high degree of organization, and a commitment to Christ-honoring excellence.  Among 

the goals that she achieved for the program were to have a department for every age 

grouping and a separate class for every age, to maintain a complete curriculum at all 

levels, and to develop teachers of the quality found in public schools of the time.  The 

teacher-training program was a key ingredient to the success of the church school.  She 

viewed thorough preparation and planning as a key ingredient to teaching or any other 

enterprise.  Prayer and hard work were the means to excellence.  While the clear 

message of the Gospel was to remain the same, teaching methods might vary widely, 

and she used the newest technology or educational psychology at her disposal.  The 

Sunday school quickly outgrew the facilities, and more classrooms were built; three 

educational buildings were erected over the course of her ministry. 

Surveying the Sunday school materials currently being used as well as curriculum from 

other publishers, she found that nothing was adequate to meet the needs of students. 

Though many materials had a biblical focus, they were not closely graded to match 

students' abilities and interests and often were poorly organized.  After she and her 

fellow Christian educators agreed on learning outcomes for each of the levels, she 

began to write materials by herself at first, and later was assisted by associates. The 

demand for these lessons grew to such an extent that they were requested by churches 

throughout the country.  Mears and three colleagues founded Gospel Light Press (later 

Gospel Light Publications) in 1933 to meet this demand and sales soared. Shortly after, 

Gospel Light began producing books and other church school materials.  The 

publications became known for their quality, student appeal, and emphasis on life 

application.  They were biblically focused and Christ-centered and considered current 

educational understanding about how students best learned. 
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Beginning in 1938, from the platform she was acquiring as a nationally known 

curriculum writer and authority in training of teachers, Mears responded to requests for 

leadership development by teaching the Christian Education Training Course in the Los 

Angeles area.  She was at the vanguard of a renewal movement, for soon rallies, 

conferences, and conventions of Sunday schools were springing up around the country, 

breathing new life into an Evangelical institution that many thought outdated under the 

challenge of theological liberalism.  In 1941 Mears co-founded of the National Sunday 

School Association and spoke about the Sunday school throughout the United States 

and Canada, greatly encouraged its proponents across denominational lines. 

Convinced of the value of Christian camping to transform lives, Mears sought for a 

conference center that could further the goals of the church education program, which 

had used a variety of camp facilities previously.  Divinely appointed opportunity came 

for the purchase of a resort in the San Bernardino Mountains of Southern California at 

an astoundingly low price, and Forest Home Christian Conference Center was founded 

with Mears as one of its five-member non-profit board.  Attendees came from 

Hollywood Presbyterian Church as well as from other churches and denominations 

around southern California.  Mears believed God's work included crossing 

denominational lines.  Over the years, hundreds of decisions of commitment to Christ 

were recorded in the Book of Remembrance kept at the conference center.  Forest 

Home and Mears had a major part to play in a ministry to college students in the post-

war years.  The College Briefing Conferences in the summers of 1947 and 1949 

produced revivals earthshaking in their impact on church and parachurch leaders, 

greatly influencing the course of evangelism and missions in the latter half of the 

Twentieth Century.  She was awarded an honorary Doctor of Humanities degree by Bob 

Jones University in 1949 for her outstanding contributions to Christian education.   

Some of the evangelists and parachurch leaders influenced by Henrietta Mears:  

Jim Rayburn, founder of Young Life, said of her, "She was my teacher long before she 

ever heard of me.  When I began my work among young people in 1933, I read 

everything she wrote and listened to everyone who could tell me about her.  I tried my 

best to do things the way she would want them done…..she has had a great deal to do 

with shaping the progress and ministry of the Young Life Campaign."  

In 1949 Billy Graham attended the College Briefing Conference at the Forest Home 

Conference Center, about a month before the beginning of his Los Angeles Crusade.   
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Following the conference in which Henrietta Mears was one of the speakers, Graham 

reached the end of what had been an ongoing crisis of faith.  Billy Graham resolved his 

doubts regarding the authority of the Bible, surrendered himself to the Holy Spirit and 

renewed his commitment to the Bible as the inspired word of God.  Billy Graham’s Los 

Angeles Crusade that followed catapulted him into the national limelight.  

Billy Graham went on to describe Henrietta Mears as “a Christian in Technicolor.”  

Concerning her, he stated, "She has had a remarkable influence, both directly and 

indirectly, on my life.  In fact, I doubt if any other woman outside of my wife and mother 

has had such a marked influence.  Her gracious spirit, her devotional life, her 

steadfastness for the simple gospel, and her knowledge of the Bible have been a 

continual inspiration and amazement to me.  She is certainly one of the greatest 

Christians I have ever known!"  

Bill Bright, founder Campus Crusade for Christ, says of her, "Dr. Henrietta Mears was 

truly one of the great women of the twentieth century and one of the greatest 

influences of my life…..She directly discipled hundreds of young men and women whom 

God led into full-time Christian ministry.  Today, no doubt, thousands of additional 

disciples whom they influenced are, in turn, introducing millions of other people to 

Christ"  

Henrietta Mears Quotes: 

“The man who keeps busy helping the man below him won't have time to envy the man 

above him.” 

“There is no magic in small plans.  When I consider my ministry, I think of the world. 

Anything less than that would not be worthy of Christ nor of His will for my life.”  

“It is difficult to steer a parked car, so get moving.” 

“Time cannot be saved, it can only be spent, and if not spent wisely and well, it is 

wasted.” 

“God cannot always give us a satisfactory answer, because our finite minds cannot grasp 

the thoughts of the infinite.  His thoughts are high above our thoughts, and His ways 

above our ways (Isaiah 55:9), but we can trust God, always!  “In all things God works for 

the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” 

(Romans 8:28).” 

“If I had my life to live over again, I would just believe God.” 
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Henrietta Mears founded GLINT, originally Gospel Literature in National Tongues (later 

renamed Gospel Literature International) in 1961 to translate Gospel Light literature. 

This was her last major endeavor though she was still active on ministry boards and in 

personal service until her passing.  Vital to the very night of her death, she peacefully 

went to join her Lord sometime before dawn, March 20, 1963.  In testimony to the 

many lives she touched, nearly two thousand people attended her triumphant memorial 

service at the First Presbyterian Church of Hollywood.  

Dr. Henrietta C. Mears had a profound influence on the way contemporary educational 

ministry is conducted.  Her influence covered the breadth of the field, including church 

program development, teacher and leadership training, curriculum publishing, camps 

and conferences, and missions education.  Her legacy endures through contemporary 

approaches to Bible study and Sunday school material, the ministries she founded, and 

the lives of outstanding Christian leaders who have impacted the world for Christ.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


