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This paper examines the life of Charlotte Digges "Lottie" Moon and focuses on how she used her public life as a missionary to provide a way for women to organize for collective action in a conservative South.  Her ability to rally Southern Baptist women thus proved the catalyst in forming the Woman's Missionary Union (WMU), the women's organization of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC).  Her call for equality in the conduct of religious work challenged long-standing cultural and religious traditions of the nineteenth-century South.  This message appealed to SBC women because Moon so deftly folded together the egalitarian ideas of Christian discipleship with the language of women’s rights.  Moon’s discourse and actions attracted women across the South precisely because she openly questioned the restrictions Southern Baptist men imposed on women.  Historians of nineteenth-century white Southern women have argued that the latter were not interested in questioning their circumscribed roles.  This was simply not true; we need to move beyond previous scholarship that has overlooked Moon and her followers despite their continued prominence in Southern culture.  

Moon’s life, however, provides only part of her story.  After her death in 1912, the Woman’s Missionary Union began a campaign to keep her memory alive and raise much-needed funds for foreign mission work.  Six years later the WMU published a pamphlet depicting Moon as a model missionary, not because of her willingness to challenge prevailing social norms but because she had “sacrificed her life for the heathen.”  What the WMU’s pamphlet lacked in factual accuracy it made up for with passionate rhetoric, and donations increased a remarkable 600 percent.  Reacting to the overwhelming appeal of this re-packaged Lottie Moon, the WMU attached her name to their yearly Christmas offering and began building a fundraising industry around her altered biography.  The WMU and the denomination gained much from creating “The Lottie Moon Story,” as they refer to this narrative.  Since 1889 they have raised over one billion dollars through the annual “Lottie Moon Christmas Offering.”  Sadly, the denomination and the women who make up the WMU lost much of their history as well.  This study will remedy this loss, not only by documenting the historical Lottie Moon’s role in Southern culture but also in analyzing the mythic Lottie Moon who has lived on in the memory of countless men and women.  A new Lottie Moon story should recover the woman herself, how she became such an icon, and how myth, memory and history coincide.

