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Introduction

In April 1919, just months after the founding of the Belgian Gospel Mission (BGM), Edith Norton wrote in her diary:


When I die, build me no monument. My monument, it finds itself in Peter, Adolphe, Georgine, Mme. Simonsen, and in others in whom I have had some share in leading them to Christ. They are my joy and my crown. And I do here record, that I see on every side among Christians, so much of the life of the flesh, which manifests itself in self-will and self-aggrandizement and love of the world, that I give myself anew to Him today.1



These words capture the essence of the mindset shared by Edith and her husband Ralph, a mindset that shaped the very DNA of the BGM. In a way, the Nortons exemplify the phenomenon George Marsden described: Around the turn of the twentieth century, “enterprising evangelists kept springing up with competing and novel ways to gain a clientele” that saw their work as “simply supplementing the established denominations.”2 Yet the story of the Belgian Gospel Mission stands out as it took on a pioneering role as an early twentieth century, American-based faith mission targeting a Western European country.

This book will explore how the BGM emerged from a specialized faith mission — the British and Allied Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign (BASEC) — and eventually established a new free church denomination in Belgium. Although the BGM continues to exist as VIANOVA, our journey ends in 1962, when eight of the mission’s church plants were more or less compelled to form an independent denomination, marking the start of a new phase in the BGM’s existence. As this book aims at an audience on both sides of the Atlantic, some biographical information in the footnotes may be obvious on one side of the ocean, yet helpful on the other side.

To fully understand the BGM’s trajectory and how it navigated the challenges of translating its missionary vision into reality, it is necessary to explore its roots in the Holiness movement and 1920s fundamentalism. The Holiness movement, which can be traced back to John Wesley, emerged in North America in the 1830s. It revived the Methodist doctrine “that all Christians might experience ‘Christian perfection’ in this life,” and thus focused strongly on personal behavior.3 By the end of the nineteenth century, the Holiness movement had branched into two streams, each with a slightly different understanding of ‘holiness.’ For this study, the term refers to Keswick holiness.

The Keswick Convention is an annual interdenominational conference in North West England since 1875. Its origins go back to the British Moody-Sankey evangelistic campaign of 1873-1874 and to figures such as Robert Pearsall Smith (1827-1898) and his wife Hannah Tatum Whitall Smith (1832-1911), prominent leaders of the American Holiness movement. The first Keswick conference, organized by Anglican Canon T.D. Harford-Battersby and Quaker Robert Wilson, was preceded by several smaller conferences organized by the Smiths. From its inception, the convention endeavored to deepen the attendees’ spiritual lives, and advanced missionary work.

Within the Keswick movement, baptism in the Spirit led to more intense communion with God, power for service in God’s Kingdom, and “the active suppression (but not annihilation) of the proclivity to sin.”4 This experience was described as Victorious Life, a state of living in victory over sin. This did not imply sinlessness, but sinless tendencies were seen as suppressed by the power of Christ. This state of holiness was not to be taken for granted but had to be maintained and renewed continuously.5 Unlike the Wesleyan branch, which tended to use the term holiness, the Keswick branch preferred the term sanctification.6 Theologically, Keswick holiness aligned with Calvinist traditions by “a fusion of emphasis on piety and correct belief,” giving its adherents “an important subjective confirmation of the faith.”7 It was especially popular among Calvinist Baptists, Congregationalists, and Presbyterian Evangelicals.8 Whereas D.L. Moody and his associates popularized Keswick holiness in the US, Charles G. Trumbull’s adoption of it was important in its further international breakthrough by launching the American Keswick convention in 1913.9

Originally, fundamentalism referred to a series of pamphlets entitled The Fundamentals. They were published between 1910 and 1915 with the financial backing of Lyman Stewart (1840-1923).10 It was not until ten years later that the term was coined to describe militant opposition to theological modernism or liberalism.11 Marsden characterizes this opposition as a ‘patchwork.’12 In 1970, Ernest Sandeen revealed two important roots of this movement: the premillennial prophecy conference movement and the Princeton doctrine of Biblical inerrancy.13 Marsden convincingly adds two more roots, namely Revivalism and the Holiness movement.14 Betty DeBerg highlights yet another important aspect, the traditional gender ideology.15

Carpenter outlines how fundamentalism took a separatist stance during the interwar period and created its own subculture and infrastructure.16 It diverged in the 1940s when fundamentalism adopted double separatism under the impulse of Carl McIntire.17 Double separatism was a distancing not only from modernists and liberals but also from Evangelicals in denominations that made allowances for modernism and liberalism.

Although the Belgian Gospel Mission soon started to refuse all cooperation with the main Protestant denominations in Belgium, as the latter allowed modernists and liberals in their midst, it always remained willing to cooperate with Evangelicals within these denominations.

Therefore, this monograph uses the term ‘1920s fundamentalism’ to specify the initial fundamentalism.18 This distinction is crucial as the label ‘fundamentalism’ has emerged since the 1970s in various religious contexts, including Islam and Hinduism. Further, as Marsden indicates, since 9/11, the word ‘fundamentalist’ has widely been used as a synonym for ‘religious extremist,’ prompting many conservative American evangelicals to stop naming themselves fundamentalist.19

Hutchinson aptly concludes that “[f]or terms such as ‘fundamentalist’ to remain meaningful, scale, place (context) and time (temporal progression) are critical elements.’20


Thus, the label ‘1920s fundamentalism’ in this book stands for single separation from and militant opposition to modernism, coupled with dispensationalism, a literalist interpretation of the Bible, adherence to Biblical inerrancy, and traditional gender ideology, in which women take a secondary position to men, and which is expressed in a severe limitation of opportunities for women in church and missions.

To grasp the significance of the BGM, it’s essential to situate it within the broader historical context of missionary activities and the presence of American religious organizations in Europe during that period. When William Carey published his book An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens in 1792, he could not have foreseen that it would become an important building block for the unseen explosion of missionary activity around the globe. Other factors that created the momentum were various revivals, spectacular advances in transportation, and conferences such as Keswick.21 Given the scope of this monograph, we will focus on the development of the American evangelical missionary movement, which began in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and targeted multiple regions around the globe.22

Robert Baird of the Foreign Evangelical Society stands as a pioneer of American missionary activity on the European continent.23 This society, which merged in 1849 with two other societies into the American Foreign Christian Union (AFCU), focused primarily on Catholic Europe, including Belgium.24 As Hans Krabbendam points out, parallel to this missionary activity, American holiness preachers and mass evangelists made trips to Europe, and American churches emerged throughout the continent.25 Following the American Civil War, more and more American denominations, such as Adventists, Baptists, and Methodists, became active in continental Europe.26 This coincided with the battle cry of converting the world in one generation, in which the Student Volunteer Movement (SVM) played a crucial role. During the interwar period, North America took over the role of Europe as the leading source of missionaries.27

Historians like Andrew Walls have pointed out that churches and missionary organizations were, in principle, no different from a voluntary society.28 Missionaries’ readiness to leave their own country and culture is a clear example of evangelical volunteering.29 Americans prioritize individual freedom and decision-making and have a different understanding of space than Europeans. Therefore, they usually had no problem with deploying missionary activities in the Christianized continent of Europe. But where a growing stream of American denominational missionaries from the nineteenth century onwards came to Europe to support Protestant denominations in Catholic or Eastern Orthodox countries, or to establish mission posts on the Continent in the Anglo-Saxon holiness tradition, transatlantic interdenominational and faith missions mostly came on their own initiative after World War I.30

Unlike the SVM, YMCA, and other mainline mission-focused organizations, these evangelical missions did not embrace Woodrow Wilson’s concept of ‘internationalization,’ with a focus on establishing world peace and unity.31 As Brian Stanley succinctly summarizes, “[f]or them, Christian mission was about saving the souls of those who were … heading for a Christ-less eternity in hell,” which David Hollinger describes as “extremely aggressive evangelism.32 Notably, while American Presbyterians only sent money and missionaries to Europe in the interwar period upon specific requests of European congregations, the BGM entered Belgium without an invitation by Belgian Protestant denominations, driven instead by the personal invitation of a few individuals.

It can be argued that faith missions were part of a broader trend of the global spreading of American evangelical and 1920s fundamentalist organizations during the twentieth century. In a way, the BGM was just one of the dozens of American faith missions founded during the interwar period.33 But whereas after World War I most of these organizations started targeting Africa and other remote “areas that produced the greatest returns,” the European Christian Mission and BGM went against the grain by focusing on a European country.34 It was only after another World War that others followed their example, making this monograph a valuable complement to Krabbendam’s comprehensive overview of American Protestant missions in Europe.35

Much like the post-World War II situation of American Protestants in Europe, the BGM, and by extension all faith missions, had a transnational and trans-denominational character.36 The BGM serves as an early example of how faith missions contributed to the diversity and expansion of Protestantism in Roman Catholic countries in Western Europe, as well as the distinct and growing trend of American evangelical influence on European Protestantism. Here, we need to define what we mean by ‘evangelical.’ Melani McAlister rightly states that the category ‘evangelical’ is broad. But whereas she calls it messy, I prefer to describe it as confusing for outsiders.37

Dheedene, Loobuyck, and Oosterlynck struggle to describe the situation of Flemish evangelical Christianity. They confuse the Federal Synod of Protestant and Evangelical Churches in Belgium with a denomination, which it is not.38 Trans-denominationalism is not limited to Belgian evangelicalism but is a worldwide characteristic of this movement. Since the advance of Modernism or Liberalism within Protestantism, this interchangeability is no longer a given. As the evangelical movement was not limited to evolving fundamentalism either, we will use the word evangelical. In this book, this refers to David Bebbington’s generally accepted quadrilateral, “conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expression of the gospel in effort; Biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what may be called crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.”39 We can add to this Harold Ockenga’s description of evangelicals as quoted by McAlister, namely that they are being “zealous for practical Christian living.”40

Dana Robert rightly laments that “[a]ctivistic Evangelicals are notoriously poor at keeping records, especially when their theology predisposes them to look toward an imminent second coming of Christ.”41 The BGM is an exception to this rule, as it has left an extensive archive. Over the past hundred years, it has also founded scores of local faith communities – albeit with varying success – which provide even more records. This makes the BGM an ideal candidate for thorough historical analysis as an evangelical missionary organization.

In conducting this research, Klaus Fiedler’s widely accepted theoretical framework for interdenominational or faith missions has been employed as a heuristic research tool. Fiedler states that faith missions had their roots in the Holiness movement, focused on unreached areas and nations, had an individual concept of unity, initially gave women much scope to develop their ministries, had a premillennial eschatology, used a dual baptism policy, had a Calvinist communion theology, and held an underdeveloped view on ecclesiastic offices.42 Faith missions firmly believed that God would provide the necessary means to support the missionaries, who often led a sacrificial lifestyle. Such missions are also known for their “flexibility and innovation in mission methods.”43 The BGM can be characterized as a late exponent of the ‘second generation’ of faith missions, according to Fiedler’s framework.44

In the following chapters, we will situate the BGM within the broader context of Belgian Protestantism. Although the Reformation significantly resonated during the sixteenth century in the region that now is Belgium, Protestantism became a very small minority due to the Catholic Reformation.45 Despite substantial growth since the Act of Tolerance by Emperor Joseph II in 1782 – from a handful of local congregations at the start of the nineteenth century to over a thousand today – Protestants still comprise only about 2.5% of the population.46

To conclude, it must be said that there is only limited scholarly literature on the history of Evangelicalism in Belgium.47 Sometimes, the information is not entirely accurate.48 This monograph contributes to the historiography of Belgian Protestantism by focusing on an important evangelical organization in the twentieth century. Ultimately, by documenting the story of the Belgian Gospel Mission and its founders, Ralph and Edith Norton, From Hope to Hardship is an addition to the historiography of faith missions, and an illustration of how American evangelicalism already impacted Protestantism in Catholic Europe during the interwar period. The BGM exemplifies Brian Stanley’s conclusion that “it was perhaps inevitable” that faith missions “should give birth to networks of churches overseas that increasingly looked and functioned like mainline denominations.”49
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1 The Desperate Quest For a Mission Field

When Ralph Norton passed away in 1934, the Belgian Gospel Mission lost its founder, director, and principal fundraiser. However, his wife Edith, who played a significant role in his journey, published a biography of her husband the following year by recycling many articles she had written over the years for The Sunday School Times (SST).1 Her influence was instrumental in putting Belgium back on the missionary map of their dwindling supporters.2 At that time, he was still widely known in orthodox evangelical circles in North America for reasons we will discuss later. Ralph Norton and the Belgian Gospel Mission is a classic example of a missionary biography written in the first decades of the twentieth century: a one-sided, inspirational chronicle or spiritual portrait of an ‘extraordinary’ Christian in which evangelism and church planting is seen through the lens of the cosmic battle “between God and the Enemy.”3

This can be illustrated by how Edith Norton describes her husband’s background in the opening chapter. Ralph Caius Norton was born on 10 November 1868 in Jonesboro, Indiana, in “pioneer simplicity.”4 His father, a war invalid of the Siege of Vicksburg (1863), is portrayed as someone who raised his son with “many floggings and countless reprimands” and backslid from his faith for some time.5 By contrast, his mother is described as a devout Christian who had “given her child to God for the ministry, before his birth.”6 This should explain why, despite numerous setbacks, he never rested until he found his mission field. Further, several of Norton’s qualities and characteristics, such as his “meticulousness in dress and manner,” the “imperative and undeviating demands of duty, and of doing all things with fidelity and scrupulousness,” as well as taking advantage of every opportunity for self-progress are traced back to his childhood and upbringing.7 The sketch is completed with examples of his generosity, resourcefulness, and business instinct as a teenager. Norton’s conversion at the age of nineteen is described from a cosmic perspective. When he came forward after the altar call by visiting Holiness Quaker evangelists Harvey Bergman and Allie Pierce Smith, he experienced a mystical manifestation at his conversion.8

The biography deliberately mentions that Norton joined the local Methodist Church shortly after his conversion because he believed there was a “more spiritual atmosphere” there “than in his own denomination.”9 By doing so, the habit of accepting people from other Protestant denominations as members of BGM churches for similar reasons is indirectly defended right from the start of the biography. On 30 March 1889, almost a year after his conversion, he received the ‘Exhorter’s License’ for the Methodist Episcopal Church at the Quarterly Conference in Muncie, Indiana.10 He also signed up for the theological seminary at University DePauw in Greencastle, Indiana. When it became clear that Norton was not adequately prepared for these studies, he first matriculated at the affiliated preparatory school. In 1892, he returned to DePauw to graduate in 1896 with a Bachelor of Arts and joined the Phi Kappa Psi fraternity and the YMCA, where he was “chairman of Bible Study and Mission Study Committees and the like.”11

As a DePauw delegate, he attended the first three Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions (SVM) congresses.12 The SVM was founded in 1886 with the help of Dwight L. Moody during a student conference at Mount Hermon, Massachusetts, and aggressively recruited Protestant missionaries on college campuses at the turn of the twentieth century. SVM’s watchword, “the evangelization of the world in this generation,” underlined the urgency of foreign missions in light of Jesus Christ’s imminent return and in an age of unprecedented opportunities.13

Like many other participants, the 1891 conference set Norton “aflame with zeal and conviction” for missions, an implicit reference to his signing the SVM volunteer pledge: “We are willing and desirous, God permitting, to become a foreign missionary.”14 Young Ralph and his fellow delegates fervently tried to pass on the enthusiasm for missions to those enrolled at DePauw. Although many may have signed the pledge, the university’s Alumnal Record indicates that only a few succeeded in turning their pledge into actual service on the foreign mission field.15 While some may not have been faithful to their commitment, others were rejected once or multiple times, as was the case with Ralph Norton.

Despite being turned down numerous times, he refused to accept that he was not cut out for a full-time career as an evangelist or missionary.16 While supporting home and foreign missions with his prayers and the money he earned as a head salesman for educational specialty company Powers, Fowler & Lewis, he felt uncomfortable because he did not realize his SVM pledge. With all doors seemingly closed to his entry into the foreign mission field, people like bishop Joseph S. Key, “a staunch friend of the holiness leaders,” encouraged him not to give up his persistent desire to become a foreign missionary.17 Norton quit his job in 1899 and enrolled at Moody Bible Institute (MBI). Here, he met Edith Fox, twelve years his junior; they were married on 16 April 1902.18

Edith Blana Fox was born on 6 May 1881 in Manchester, Iowa, and entered Oberlin College in 1899 to study music. When her mother found out her daughter was dreaming of a secular music career, she enlisted family friend Charles M. Alexander, who had Edith accompany him as a pianist on his tour of the Midwest in the summer of 1900.19 To her mother’s great satisfaction, she abandoned her ‘worldly’ plans under Alexander’s influence. He even secured sponsorships for her to study at MBI from 1901 to 1902 to embed her decision firmly.20

We only have Edith’s account that her husband’s choice for a Bible school was motivated by his fear of the growing influence of liberal theology at theological seminaries in the USA. His attendance at numerous revival meetings had undoubtedly fed or initiated this fear. She leaves out the growing resentment towards the Holiness movement within the Methodist Episcopal Church (South), as expressed by the acceptance of ‘rule 301’ at the annual conference of 1898. Norton’s MBI file might have shed more light on this, but unfortunately, it was lost.21

Moody Bible Institute was one of the North American religious training or Bible schools that mushroomed in the nineteenth century. The widespread sense of urgency to reap the missionary ‘harvest’, both in home and foreign missions, opened opportunities for trained laypeople.22 Bible school graduates – and even those who only followed part of the curriculum – were widely accepted by faith missions like the China Inland Mission (CIM). The Bible schools cultivated the students’ missionary enthusiasm in many ways, like inviting missionaries on furlough to give presentations, mission prayer groups, and practical courses such as door-to-door evangelism.23

In one of MBI’s textbooks on Missiology, The Evangelization of the World in this Generation, John Mott “calls for urgent and aggressive action.”24 No wonder Norton again applied to various mission boards. As before, he was refused each time, usually because of his weak constitution. His friends, who had already expressed their doubts when he applied for MBI, seemed to be proved right. Because he was thirty years old already and not a gifted speaker, they felt that “he could best serve God by settling down to make money for the Lord’s work.”25 Despite these setbacks, Norton remained determined to pursue his calling. Quite understandable advice, as the average life expectancy in America at that time was forty-seven.

And so, from November 1901 until 1903, he waited in true Holiness style for divine guidance while holding a series of evangelistic meetings in several places in the Midwest as an independent evangelist. He was just one of the many enterprising evangelists that sprang up in America around the turn of the twentieth century. He did not come up with novel ways of evangelism but was “simply supplementing the established denominations.”26 Meanwhile, he made an unsuccessful application to be a missionary to the Philippines. The fact that he kept having health issues, such as “periodical headaches and the physical depression and numbness,” justifies the decisions of the various mission boards.27 Yet Norton himself interpreted these recurring conditions as attacks of the devil. They were related to his “unusually sensitive nature” and the fact that he was very demanding of himself and, at times, intensely self-deprecatory.28

In the spring of 1903, he was invited to become a church pastor. This offer was a golden opportunity to end his financial worries as an independent evangelist. Convinced that God had called him to be an evangelist or missionary, Norton declined the offer.29 A few months later, his poor health forced him to consider a change of ministry. On 19 October 1903, he wrote in his journal, “I am far from well these days & unless the Lord gives me health I fear I will soon be compelled to give up evangelistic work. If so, Lord, lead me into the work that will please Thee.”30 Norton’s career as an independent itinerant evangelist was now over, and he found himself once more on a dead-end street.

In his diary, Norton wrote that he considered “taking up either YMCA, city or foreign work, or S.S. [Sunday School] work.”31 It was not until August 1904 that he could finally steer his career in this direction. He was hired as Director of the recently reopened Religious Work department of the YMCA in Minneapolis.32 Being an evangelist in heart and soul, Norton must have had a tough time accepting that, due to a nationwide growing influence of liberal theology, the YMCA had abandoned explicit evangelistic activities.33


There would no longer be any attempt to proselytize. There would still be worship services, Bible study classes, revival meetings, and lectures on the value of religion in one’s life. But the new Y would primarily concentrate on offering young men and boys mental and physical recreation to keep them out of trouble and away from the demoralizing effects of vice.34



He worked his way around this obstacle by initiating a course in personal evangelism, applying what he had learned at Moody’s. Norton invited “strong evangelical leaders” to speak on Sunday afternoons, a method he would later use when he directed the Belgian Gospel Mission in the Interwar Period.35 In his desire to reach the working classes, he started ‘noon meetings’ in several factories and railway shops. Norton also initiated Bible lectures for the students at the commercial business colleges and organized several Bible study courses.36

In the autumn of 1905, the evangelist J. Wilbur Chapman’s team visited the town for an extensive campaign. Chapman (1859-1918), a Moody protégé and Presbyterian premillennialist, was one of the leading evangelists of his day. He developed a new form of urban evangelism in which several evangelistic meetings were held simultaneously in the same town. Chapman organized his evangelistic activities and meetings according to the rational methods of ‘big business.’37 Norton was invited to manage their local personal evangelism activities and train the staff. The results of the campaign were disappointing. Even though attendance at the Sunday afternoon meetings grew, the number of those who came to the Bible studies only rose slightly, and the number of volunteers did not increase.38 Yet Ralph’s gifts regarding personal evangelism and Edith’s musical talents did not go unnoticed. They were invited to join Chapman’s team, which they would do six months later.39
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Elisabeth Louise Norton, 6 April 1905-25 March 1906. [KADOC-KU Leuven: ABEM, 1094]


The intervening period was characterized by a dramatic event that overshadowed the rest of their lives and caused a decisive turn in their lives. On 25 March 1906, their only child, Elisabeth Louise, died shortly before her first birthday.40 Norton resigned from the YMCA a month later. On top of the loss of his little daughter, he was struggling again with his health once again and was advised by his physician to change jobs. His health issues may have been triggered by the fact that he felt he was hardly given any support for his work, and his department did not grow as much as expected. Norton had several offers on the table, but he chose to accept Chapman’s invitation, which was still valid. A month after their daughter had died, the Nortons joined his role model’s team.41 As it turned out, the Nortons became part of “the high point of endeavor and achievement” of pre-World War I global revivalism.42 As the team’s personal work director, Ralph Norton trained the corps of personal workers in the various cities they visited.43 From 1908 onwards, he also led the ‘after meetings.’44

As Ralph was still desirous of fulfilling his SVM volunteer pledge, the Nortons continued their search for a foreign mission field where they could minister. Wherever they went, they contacted missionaries to study the local problems and opportunities.45 In the autumn of 1913, Chapman and his team traveled to the United Kingdom. Until April 1914, it held several campaigns in Scotland. On 28 February 1914, Edith Norton returned to the US while her husband remained in the United Kingdom with the rest of the team.46

While her husband was still in Scotland, Edith attended a lecture by John Mott on “Voluntary Christian Work in Colleges” at Yale and gave a short presentation at an unnamed venue about the “missionary need in Italy and France.”47 Her plea places Edith in the camp of a minority among American mission officials who began propagating reverse missions to (‘Papal’) Europe at the turn of the twentieth century.48 Protestant missions in Catholic countries were justified by advocates stating that “the truth is coated over by superstition so thickly that they cannot get down to the saving truth, and it has no effect whatever upon their lives.”49

Although Ralph Norton was forty-five by now and must have lost count of the times his candidacy was rejected, the couple kept dreaming of joining a missionary organization working in China or any other Asian mission field. They had no ambition whatsoever to become missionaries in Italy, France, or any other country in Catholic Europe. It would take a war to direct them to Belgium, where they would work for another fifteen years.
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Edith Norton and Peter Van Koeckhoven at the trenches near Ramskapelle in 1916. [KADOC-KU Leuven: ABEM, 1092]
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2 Apostles of the Belgian Trenches
The outbreak of World War I set in motion a series of events that would ultimately lead the Nortons to their surprising mission field. Like many others, they engaged in evangelism among the Allied soldiers. As we will see, this effort seemed to follow the pattern of his professional career, as they found themselves suddenly in a dead-end street once more.
Shortly after the United Kingdom entered the conflict on 4 August 1914, Chapman was notified that a planned campaign in Scotland had been temporarily canceled.1 As many young men, mainly from the working class, joined the army, religious organizations and churches entered or intensified army work instead. They realized many of the soldiers probably would not survive on the battlefield.2 In October 1914, Chapman, Alexander, and Norton assisted the YMCA shortly in their evangelistic work at the British Training Camps on the Salisbury Plains.3
When Chapman returned home to America later that month, Norton was granted several months’ leave and remained in England. He sent a telegram to his wife, asking her to join him in evangelizing among the British soldiers under the auspices of the YMCA. Norton knew first-hand the importance of moral and spiritual support for the many men who would soon be sent off to the battlefield, as his father and three uncles had served in the Union Army during the Civil War. The conflict took its toll on the Nortons. Ralph’s father became a war invalid, and his uncle Harry died as a Prisoner of War.4
On 14 December 1914, the Nortons went to France for ten days, looking for opportunities for “further service near the front,” again in cooperation with the YMCA.5 They were confronted with large numbers of refugees and injured soldiers and stated that their revivalist message made the soldiers reflect on sin, God, and eternity.6 Naively, the Nortons even spread the news that they had “secured permission to visit the trenches of the opposing armies and to talk to the men between battles.”7
The Nortons’ message was in line with that of others. During the first months of World War I, many triumphant reports from army chaplains and evangelists were issued, stating that many soldiers professed conversion. Of course, this fueled the expectation that their combined evangelistic efforts would lead to a revival in the army, affecting the entire country.8 The openness, however, was not exceptional. It is generally understood that exposure to continuous threats to life, the disruption of social life as they knew it, and being away from their familiar surroundings led to more openness to spiritual matters among all the soldiers. Roman Catholic chaplains and stretcher-bearers also noted a huge revival of spirituality among the recruits.9
Shortly after their trip to France, the couple returned to America, confident they finally had found their mission field.10 Rather than becoming members of the YMCA, they opted to establish their own religious voluntary organization, The British and Allied Soldiers Evangelistic Campaign, or BASEC. Having handed in their notice on 25 March 1915, they immediately started to secure financial backing. Their departure was not without some friction. With his campaigns becoming less and less productive, Chapman was reluctant to let go of two valued crew workers. On top of that, the Nortons were fishing in Chapman’s pond, soliciting funds for a year’s work.11 With his business instinct, Norton soon succeeded in winning influential people, including MBI’s President, James M. Gray, and Henry P. Crowell, for their cause. Like many other American evangelists, they would use a network of wealthy ‘laymen’ to help fund their organization’s projects.12
As the Nortons did not limit themselves to a particular denomination and were operating without a financial security system, the new mission can be categorized as a faith mission. They trusted God would provide the necessary means or finances through their supporters in answer to prayer. Their talks in churches and conferences were not meant to bring about prayer support only. They hoped to generate interest in financial support as well. For example, in 1916, Ralph Norton said in one of his many addresses: “We stepped out without a penny, not a cent in view, and we had been receiving comfortable incomes.”13
By June 1915, they had raised sufficient funds to cover the expected traveling costs, salaries for one year, and 250,000 Gospels and Testaments. As a charity, they knew securing constant publicity via emotive human-interest stories was essential to keep donations going. They created a win-win situation by convincing Charles G. Trumbull to take this voluntary position. Donations for the Nortons could be sent via the establishment of a Protestant weekly, The Sunday School Times. In return, the Nortons became the periodical’s “personal representatives” in Europe.14 Thus, the SST could regularly publish firsthand observations of the war in Europe, which was regarded as of utmost apocalyptic significance by dispensational premillennialists.15
The Nortons now could potentially expand their necessary American network of support with the 80,000 subscribers, to whom they set out their plans as follows: “As we return, we plan to reach the soldiers, as before, through the meetings held in tents or marquees where they can congregate and listen to a song service, in which they delight to join, and to a message that will endeavor to point them to Christ as a Saviour; after which the opportunity will be given them to make an open confession of Christ.”16
Upon their arrival in the UK, the Nortons’ enthusiasm changed into bitter disappointment. During their stay in the US, some American citizens of German background had been exposed and tried as spies. Therefore, the military authorities ordered that only British citizens could work with the YMCA in the military training camps. Going back was not an option, so Norton became a street colporteur among the “soldiers of many tongues.”17 Norton took his decision as a kind of demotion. During the years with Chapman and Alexander, he often stood in the spotlight. Now, he was one of the many anonymous evangelists on the streets of a big city in a foreign country.18
When the ban on non-British citizens from military camps was lifted by the end of September 1915, the Nortons finally could resume their work among the British soldiers. But not for long. Two months later, they decided to focus their activities on the Belgian soldiers whom they had met on the streets of London.19 As ‘poor little Belgium’ was a recurring theme of anti-German propaganda in the US, they knew their reports in The Sunday School Times would undoubtedly gain attention and generate donations to continue the work as long as deemed necessary.
Already in 1914, Ralph Norton mentioned the “pitiable and heartrending sights” of Belgian refugees in London.20 A few weeks later, he and Edith handed out free clothing at the Belgian Refugee Headquarters. This was simply one of the many spontaneous creations by the public answering the needs of this humanitarian tragedy.21 They could not have foreseen that a year later, the Belgian army would become the mission field they were yearning for.
Norton worked more or less to a pattern. Every day, around half past ten, large groups of Belgian soldiers on leave would arrive at Charing Cross Station. He offered them Gospels in French and Dutch as they arrived or left, using the few phrases for standard situations he had learned from their hotel porter.22 Whenever a conversation ensued and the soldier did not know English, he would take him to their hotel room and introduce him to his wife. Edith only had rudimentary French language skills, so communicating with their guests was far from obvious.23
Having arrived in London, many soldiers aimlessly roamed the streets with very little spending money. It was, therefore, attractive to accept the invitation of a friendly American to join him for some beverages and hospitality in his hotel room, which was only yards away from the station. All the more, as the Nortons stayed at the luxurious Hotel Cecil, with its 800 rooms, the largest resort in Europe.24 What a contrast that must have been with the barren conditions of the trenches, in which they had to fight and survive at the front.
Depending on the duration of their leave, the soldiers, most of whom were Flemish, came to meet the Nortons once or on several subsequent days. The guests were offered a cup of cocoa; Edith Norton would play the piano and then read in poor French from John 10, a passage that was also a favorite of Roman Catholic chaplains. Then she would kneel and pray for the soldiers, “recounting […] their miseries, and their isolation from their families in the invaded district, cut off from all communication.”25
Clearly, not all soldiers understood what the Nortons were trying to say, but their humanitarian aid usually moved them. A Great War veteran later said that he became uneasy when the Nortons locked the door after he had entered their room. He relaxed when they sat on either side of him and did their best to explain the Gospel in English and some French. And when they subsequently prayed and invited him to do the same, he said some prayers he had learned as a Catholic out of politeness.26 The Nortons knew the man had not been converted to Protestantism. As most of these men would return to the battlefield, the importance of being part of the ‘right’ church was considered of minor importance. By doing so, the Nortons hoped to remove any reservations the soldiers may have had.
Inspired by Moody’s motto, “If you want to win a man to Jesus Christ, you must first win him to himself,” they also offered material assistance in the form of using their bathroom, washing and darning socks, and repairing their uniforms.27 They even gave needy soldiers new socks, rubber boots, or other items whenever necessary. Because of this personal touch, soldiers even started to call them “mother dear” and “father dear.”28 Like similar evangelists among the soldiers, revivalist preaching and practical care were integral parts of holistic evangelism.29
Because of their warm welcome, a growing number of soldiers started to correspond with the Nortons. Requests for material aid sometimes led to conversions. One soldier testified that his newfound faith gave him tranquility in the trenches instead of the ‘cafard.’30 Another soldier wrote: “I cannot find words to thank you for having raised me from the mire in which I had fallen and where I know well I should have remained if I had not written to you for a material need. However, when I saw the Holy Scriptures which I had not seen since the beginning of the war, I felt drawn again towards the Saviour of the World, and now I am seeking every means of being pleasing to Him.”31
At some point, Norton met Peter Van Koeckhoven in front of the Belgian headquarters. Van Koeckhoven asked for a supply of Gospels to hand out to his fellow soldiers. Back in the trenches, he wrote about the openness to the Gospel among the soldiers who read the Gospels in their spare time. Because of his missionary zeal, Edith Norton nicknamed him ‘Apostle of the Trenches,’ a term that the Roman Catholics also used for new converts who zealously tried to convince their comrades of their newfound faith.32
Not long afterward, Van Koeckhoven reported that he and a few other soldiers had dedicated themselves to reading one or two chapters from the Gospels daily.33 In consultation with the Nortons, this Bible reading club was called La Ligue des Saintes Ecritures in French, De Bond der Heilige Schriften in Dutch, and Scripture League in the communication with the American home front.34 Members who stated they had read their Gospel were sent a New Testament. The League – possibly without realizing it – shows remarkable similarities with some Roman Catholic initiatives, such as the League of the Sacred Heart, the Living Rosary, and Cyriel Verschaeve’s idea for Flemish prayer and study groups. Eugène Laveille claims that almost all members remained true to their commitments and became ‘apostles’ themselves.35
Because of the success of the League, the Nortons received more and more letters, even from soldiers they had never met, requesting Bibles and New Testaments and expressing the desire to recommit their lives to God. And so, a desire grew with the Nortons to visit the front line. Such first-hand impressions, they claimed, would help them better understand the soldiers’ material needs and give them the aura of war correspondents for The Sunday School Times.36
Edith Norton contacted the Belgian socialist leader and Minister of State, Emile Vandervelde, via his wife, Lalla. As the Nortons cooperated with her British Gifts For Belgian Soldiers, she hoped Mrs. Vandervelde would put in a good word for them by her husband to obtain the necessary documents.37 The plan worked, and Ralph was given an appointment with the Socialist leader on 31 January 1916.38 Vandervelde contacted Prime Minister and Secretary of War De Broqueville the following day, who granted the favor.39 Having obtained the necessary papers and invited the soldiers they were in contact with to see them in De Panne, they left London on 1 March 1916.40
They arrived in Calais (France), where they found several members of the League and had dinner with Pierre Blommaert, the Protestant Head Chaplain of the Belgian army.41 The next day, the Nortons took the train to Dunkirk, where they missed the only train to De Panne in Belgium due to extended checks by security personnel.42 Arriving in De Panne on 5 March 1916, they checked in at Hotel Teirlinck, one of the few hotels that was not used as a hospital. There, they met Captain Thys, for whom they had received a letter of recommendation to grant them an audience with the Queen.43
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