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Between 1919 and 1923, women in and outside the church in the U.S. made a great effort on behalf of the seven interdenominational Christian Colleges for Women in the Orient.  Seven young colleges were founded, three in India, three in China, and one in Japan.  An appeal was made for three million dollars specifically to carry out a building program for them.  With a promise from the Laura Spellman Rockefeller Memorial Foundation that one million dollars would be provided if the other two were raised, the women took up this tremendous financial responsibility and brought about a triumphant success.  Their enthusiasm was expressed in the beautiful buildings on the campuses in Asia, many of which still stand today as they were first built.  The vigorous nationwide campaign was the last of its kind launched by churchwomen in the United States.  The women’s interest in foreign missions eroded rapidly thereafter. 
     This paper first delineates the personal histories of two leaders of women’s ecumenism in foreign missions that backed the campaign for planting women’s colleges in the Orient—Lucy Peabody and her close friend Helen Montgomery. It illuminates the importance of religion for their identity and for their devotion to foreign missions during the advent of modernity in the early 20th Century.  Ironically, the problem that leaders in the U.S. wanted to overcome by promoting foreign missions—encroaching modernism and secularism upon their familiar religious world—was amplified in Japan. Moving the focus to Tokyo, the paper explains the context in which Tokyo Woman’s Christian College (one of the seven women’s colleges in the Orient) was established. It traces the trajectory by which the college achieved independence from U.S. objectives, which could not easily be projected on the Japanese institution. Indeed, the ecumenical college in Japan was constructed in accordance with Japanese needs.  The paper thus attempts to capture a phase in the process of decline of women’s foreign missions in the 1910s and 1920s, a period in which it became increasingly difficult for U.S. supporters to get satisfaction from promoting missions overseas.

