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    Towards a More Vital Church
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    I have the interesting task of working to disseminate the history of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. One fact became clear to me as I taught History of the Church at different times and to various groups of schools and churches in South America: it is probable that the reality of the Adventist Church today would be very different without the fearlessness of men and women of the past that embraced by faith the Gospel of Jesus and surrendered all to spread it.




    In this small book I would like to highlight two important things. First of all, some actors have been overlooked when telling the story. I am referring particularly to the work of women as evangelists, teachers, health promoters and more. To forget their legacy projects in us a devoid future. To rescue their valuable contribution motivates us to follow their example and to think about the empowerment the Spirit of God can give to all who accept the Gospel of Jesus Christ.




    Why tell stories?




    Why tell stories? God comunicates with us telling us the story of how He relates with human beings. The stories in the Bible are testimonies of life. Those stories are there to make us think about the work of the Spirit of God among humans. But the work of God in the heart of humans and his mission does not end there, it extends to our present time. This book seeks to listen to the stories of those who in the past have been susceptible to the voice of the Holy Spirit and have been co-workers with God in his mission. This opens up a window for us to see how others saw themselves and what they did. There are various reasons why it is important to read or listen to other tell their stories.




    Stories connect people




    Above all, stories create a community. So it was with Gëorg Riffel. He arrived in Argentina as an immigrant, but the economic hardships that locust brought to the harvest led him to migrate to the United States where one of his brothers had established himself with his family. Both attended some meetings in Kansas, United States, given by Adventists and accepted their beliefs. His heart was burning with this hope and he communicated with his friends who had stayed in Argentina. One of them, Reinhardt Hetze commented in a letter that he would be willing to accept these beliefs if there were other believers who accompanied him. So it was that Gëorg returned to Argentina and brought with him other families of self-supporting missionaries to share their testimonies of life and relationship with Jesus. And so the families of Osvald and Eva Frick, August Yanke and wife and Adam and Eve Zimmermann arrived also. It was when they shared their stories that they wrote history with other people. It was when they developed shared experiences that they made friendships. They sought common experiences and related at those levels. That is how these missionaries created a bond with the people who lived at their missionary destination, and they found hearts willing to accept de Gospel. Every nation and every culture are connected by the stories lived together. And the first Seventh-day Adventist Church in the South American Division was formed with these first self-supporting missionaries in the lands of the Crespo Campo area, in the province of Entre Ríos, Argentina.




    Stories define who we are




    The first missionaries identified themselves as Seventh-day Adventist christians. In their narratives they defined the importance for them of believing in the sure hope of the coming of Jesus. That was what redefined the new situations they encountered. The first missionary families arrived to share their story with the friends they had left years before and their boldness brought new challenges to the Adventist Church. They started to write to the General Conference requesting they send more missionaries. It was then that this story became the book from which other people could learn about decisions, successes, failures, attitudes and more.




    Stories provide meaning to our experiences




    Past circumstances help to explain our present experiences and give meaning to our existence. Thus, common experiences lived with other persons gives shape to our own history. And so it was with the first missionaries. As they told about the challenge of reaching different places of the vast South American territory, the General Conference decided to send other missionaries. In 1891 the first colporteurs arrived in South America, Clair Nowlen, Elwin Snyder and Albert Stauffer. Later, in 1893, Richard Craig arrived to be in charge of a book depot and the work of the colporteurs. Craig and family set up home in Buenos Aires. They made the first attempts to establish in their own home, a school for their children and others interested in receiving education. In this way, each missionary started to put their story side by side with the story of others, as when we pile bricks, and start to give shape to what today we know of the Church and which is part of our lives. Our past helps us to make sense of our present, and that can strengthen us to choose a better future. The stories of others help us to not feel alone with ours. Last year’s events, even of yesterday, are part of our own drama. In fact, someone said that the only way to repeat the mistakes we sometime made is to forget the past.




    Stories are theological autobiographies




    For those who believe in God, stories tell how the Word became flesh in each one. They tell about God’s presence in the tragedies and celebrations of life. Our story is inscribed in the great narrative of the cosmic conflict —the novel of redemption—. Our life is a very important chapter and that puts our life in perspective. When we have the advantage of the past, we see God’s plan is overwhelming. The part our life has to play gives us hope and meaning in tragedy and sorrow, and gives courage to move forward.




    The zeal of the first missionaries was passed on to others to extend the good news in distant lands. Not all missionaries where young. I remember Lucy Belinda Post who became the first single woman who volunteered her services to go to South America. She was inspired by the stories she heard of the missionaries in South America. Although she was almost fifty, Lucy did not hesitate to accept the challenge. Lucy arrived in the month of July of 1895, in mid winter. Shortly after her arrival, Lucy spent some time with her brother Zina’s family in Nueva Palmira, Uruguay. After five weeks, on August 31, 1895, Lucy organized the first Adventist congregation in that country: a Sabbath School of more than twenty interested persons whom she had visited since her arrival.




    The stories of these people create hope




    While we listen to the stories of other people, we can accept and affirm God’s presence in their lives and in ours. This confirms in us the power of hope. Hope enables us to shift our gaze from our own pain and fix it on God. He helps us to overcome those times affirming our hope in Him by the stories of others and our own.




    That is why the Adventist Church takes care of sharing and carrying hope to those who suffer in this world because of health problems or evils caused by the economies of this world. I particularly remember Olav Oppegard. He was a Norwegian missionary who worked on a volunteer basis, without pay. He canvassed to support himself and sold healthy products that he received from Battle Creek, in the United States. Shortly after studying nursing at Battle Creek, he established himself as the first health missionary to arrive in Buenos Aires, Argentina, around 1895. By treating the health problems of the people, he opened doors to their hearts to listen to the Gospel. Also the women missionaries who settled in Buenos Aires, like Mary Thurston-Westphal, Sadie Graham-Town and Lucy Post gathered food and clothing to take to the hospitals and other places in town. They promoted health and hygiene talks. These initiatives caught the attention of many persons to listen to and accept the Adventist beliefs. Shortly after, pastor Frank Westphal was asking the General Conference to send a doctor and more nurses to this territory. Caring for those in pain brings hope and makes present through his missionaries God’s presence among those who suffer.




    Each story is a gift, a treasure in the world




    There will never be two stories exactly alike —nor yours, nor the stories you hear—. This makes us think about how wonderful God is! This is the reason why each story is so important. God ordered that each chapter of his great history was written. It is an integral part of the history of grace.




    What I am is the only part of myself in the universe. My unique story is the most excellent gift I have. If I don’t tell it, it will remain silent… By rescuing and sharing it, it becomes a sacred treasure, a gift to be used in restoring the lives of everyone it comes in touch with.




    For this reason, this book wants to remember the echoes of the stories of several missionary women who, with hope and faith in their hands, scattered them like seeds in so many corners and places of South America.




    The first to accept the Adventist beliefs in South America were infected by the strength of the hope that burned in the hearts of the first missionaries.




    It is incredible how momentous “any” story may be, that is, our life, each moment or situation, and more so when we accept to be partners with God to spread his grace.




    I imagine that in your country there are also interesting stories to tell that define the place the Adventist Church occupies today where you live. And most importantly, history doesn’t end with what happened in the past, it extends to the present, of which you are a part, and projects you into the future. Undoubtedly, nothing of what we know today would be possible without what others did in the past, and this compels us to think that all that we do today will be part of others in the future.




    Your relation with others will define better your story in the plan of salvation. How? That part is yours to reflect upon. I invite you to read about the commitment and dedication of women whose stories we will tell in this book. I long for you to join us and see what God can do through you in the great matrix of the history of grace.




    At the beginning of the 20th Century, the writer Ellen G. White said,




    We greatly need consecrated women who, as messengers of mercy, shall visit the mothers and the children in their homes, and help them in the everyday household duties, if need be, before beginning to talk to them regarding the truth for this time.1




    Therefore, the purpose of these reflections on the lives of several women pioneers is to generate consciousness about the legacy received by their leadership under the influence of the Spirit of God.




    We will start with a brief description of the historical, social and political background of that time mainly in Argentina, that was the country that saw the result of the work of most of the women whose biographies have been written.




    The Lord bless the readers so they may develop their abilities and gifts received from the Spirit of God for their personal growth and that of the church.


    




    

      1 Ellen G. White, Review and Herald (July 12, 1906); Ellen G. White, Evangelism (Washington, DC: Review and Herald Publishing Association, 1946), 459.
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    Introduction
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    Otilia Peverini-Ampuero wrote in her autobiography:




    I admire Florence [Nightingale], Teresa of Calcutta, and many others who fought courageously in favor of the suffering, in spite of the daunting environment in which they worked; but I’m excited and full of gratitude to God for the comprehensive work developed by women like Ana Stahl, Guillermina Kalbermatter, Jessie Haliwell, Iris Dalinger and others who served in South America. Their selfless lives full of love for the suffering inspire us.2




    As Otilia Peverini-Ampuero expressed it in the preceding paragraph, the women mentioned served in a daunting environment. Their missionary effort was not an easy task. But this did not prevent the development of the gifts God bestowed on these women. By the Spirit these women were made strong and they advanced by faith. Already in 1878, Ellen G. White, writer and cofounder of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, described the work of these women in mission in this way:




    Women of firm principle and decided character are needed, women who believe that we are indeed living in the last days, and that we have the last solemn message of warning to be given to the world. They should feel that they are engaged in an important work in spreading the rays of light which Heaven has shed upon them. Nothing will deter this class from their duty. Nothing will discourage them in the work. They have faith to work for time and for eternity. They fear God, and will not be diverted from the work by the temptation of lucrative situations and attractive prospects. The Sabbath of the fourth commandment is sacredly kept by them, because God has placed His sanctity upon it, and has bidden them to keep it holy. They will preserve their integrity at any cost to themselves…. These are the ones who will correctly represent our faith, whose words will be fitly spoken, like apples of gold in pictures of silver…. Sisters, God calls you to work in the harvest field and help gather in the sheaves.3




    One of the initiatives of the first adventist missionaries who arrived in South America was to work diligently to provide an education that would equally qualify both males and females and prepare them in spreading the Christian Adventist message.




    As the first missionaries displayed a lot of energy and the membership in South America grew so fast, in April 1901, only a decade after the arrival of the first missionaries, the General Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church organized the South American Union Mission (today South American Division), that included the Brazil Mission, Argentine Mission (consisting of Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay) and the Chilean Mission (conformed by Chile, Perú, Bolivia and Ecuador).4 It is interesting to read the historical records of this “forgotten continent”, as Frank Westphal called it,5 as he reported that not only men participated in the adventure of spreading the gospel in South America, but also women.




    Although women played an important role in the development of the Seventh-day Adventist (SDA) Church, unfortunately the available story fell short or doesn’t fully record reality. There are few or short accounts of the efforts of the women at that time. This could indicate that the influence of the social and political ideas of the time affected, to some extent, the early church in South America. There were single women who started the work in different parts. Very little is said of the sacrifice of those women missionaries that accompanied their husbands to distant and unknown lands and whose turn was to educate, bring up and even lose their children. And while doing so, many times alone for long months because of the work of their husbands, with their commitment they supported and strengthened their husbands in their noble undertaking. They exerted a strong influence in the new groups of local believers, inspiring new enterprises and supplying the growing needs of an expanding church. However, they appear generally behind the figure of their husbands. Very few of them registered the efforts of their own spouses. It seems that women have not been considered in many of the denominational historical accounts. There have been few attempts to rescue this part of history, without which it is incomplete or mutilated.




    This book aims to contribute to the rescue of the effort and commitment of several of these women. The biographies were developed on the basis of isolated accounts.




    The first story is about Mary Thurston, wife of Frank Westphal. Together they formed the first pastoral couple in South America. They arrived in July of 1894. The next year, in 1895, Lucy Post arrived, she was the first single woman who volunteered to the General Conference of SDA as Bible Instructor for South America; and then, Sadie Graham, wife of Nelson Town. Lucy was one of the first to carry the Gospel and establish the first Sabbath School in Uruguay.6 Sadie Town cooperated with Mary Westphal in Buenos Aires and later Lucy Post joined them. They performed various tasks as: nurses, evangelists, Bible instructors, were in charge of different departments in conferences and unions, teachers and the list of services goes on. As a result of her work, Lucy’s niece, Luisa Post, accepted the Gospel in Uruguay, and was incorporated as a dedicated believer in the Adventist mission. Sadie, Mary and Lucy visited the Greene family. As a result, Lydia Greene accepted the Gospel and later married one of the Bible instructors, Ole Oppegard. Together they continued their lives as missionaries. Some time later, in 1903, while the evangelical endeavor extended towards the north of Argentina and Paraguay, several members of the Deggeller family were baptized in this country.




    Particularly the stories of Elvira and Cecilia Deggeller will be remembered. By 1908, Sadie Town and her husband travelled to the United States and passed on their missionary enthusiasm to others. As a fruit of that trip several missionaries arrived in the continent, one of them was the nurse Meda Kerr. All these women were determined and tenacious, full of the Holy Spirit and of love for the Gospel. Some of them came to South America knowing they would not return to their homeland. They came to dedicate their lives to the evangelical mission. The missionary couples complemented each other in every respect and accordingly they carried out a valuable work with the definite and permanent help of the Most High.




    It now remains to rewrite history adding the female contribution to God’s cause. Hanna Norheim said that “when women as a group are overlooked, they are also discredited and a notion is formed that they have not had a significant influence in the Christian church”.7 The idea is to enjoy remembering some of the “grandmothers, mothers and young ladies” of years gone by that gave themselves to spreading the Adventist message in South America. We hope that their stories will give courage to the efforts of women and inspire the rescue of bits and pieces of lost history.


    




    

      

        2 Otilia Peverini de Ampuero, Delantales blancos [White Aprons] (n. p.: By the autor, n. d.), 80.


      




      

        3 Ellen G. White, “Address and Appeal: Setting forth the Importance of Missionary Work”, Review and Herald 52, No. 25 (December 19, 1878): 1-2; White, Evangelism, 477-478.


      




      

        4 Frank Westphal, Pioneering in the Neglected Continent (Nashville, TN: Southern Publishing Association, 1927).


      




      

        5 Ibid.


      




      

        6 Robert G. Wearner, “Lucy Post: Pioneer Pillar in Adventist Missions”, Review and Herald 65, No. 20 (March 3, 1988): 19.


      




      

        7 Hanna Norheim, “Mujeres al servicio de Cristo [Women at the Service of Christ]”, Diálogo 21, Nos. 2-3 (2009): 17.
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    Historical Context
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    It was the decade of 1890 in Argentina. At that time, travelling wasn’t as easy and comfortable as today. You could travel afoot, by horse or mule, in a carriage or stagecoach, over dirt roads. The railroad was starting to stretch out from Buenos Aires to other important cities. Bicycles were a luxury and cars were scarce. The sky was bluer and distances longer, towns were small and inhabitants few.




    Women went through more difficult times than today’s. To understand it, we must briefly summarize their civil situation, particularly in Argentina, during the period of time considered.




    In the civil and political spheres, women were relegated, treated as inferior to men and, with their children, considered property. That decade is part of a century that marked a regression in the rights of women because of the blockage of the civil rights that existed earlier in this country inspired in Napoleon’s well known code (1804). The new laws constituted an inferiorization of the female status, that was a contrast to previous times. Probably this was a result of contradictory ideologies, that worked together strengthening the patriarchal perspective. Those ideologies led to the fixing of assumptions that a woman is unpredictable and ungovernable and to have the apparently scientific certainty of that time about their biological inferiority. This convinced the men of that time about the need to prevent women from being equalled before the law, because this could lead to a natural disaster. “Science” tried to make evident the differences between sexes. The most productive theory was Evolution, that pretended, under the disguise of science, to impose reason and thus explain the distributive imperfection between the sexes. That was how laws were enforced that resolutely increased the capacities of males and decreased those of women.8




    Since the late 19th century, isolated voices presented their questioning about women’s legal inferiority. These voices were of women and also of not a few men of law, who explained the outrageous asymmetry between sexes in legal matters. In 1898, Doctor José Olegario Machado wrote: “It is time that our legislation, realizing the intellectual advancement of women, free her from the perpetual guardianship that has held her, and reduce the marital power to whatever is of absolute necessity for the management of the business of the community”.9




    Machado stated:




    Women’s civil incapacity answers to the need of a single management of the family, one head leader and one chief that rules; for the moment we do not see her as a partner with equal action in family issues, nor in those of civilian life, but the instruction and education she receives, her judgement and thoughts will mature with the passing of time […] and the day is not far away when she will be an associate to man with equal rights.10




    Juan Agustín García, one of the most lucid jurists, from his chair and the press wrote in La Nación [The Nation] in 1902, at a time when the emancipatory project of Luis María Drago was not successful in Congress and the end of the feminine subjection was promoted, that to him was the cause of




    Unspeakable suffering, real dramas full of pain, that only we, who by our profession intervene daily in these things, know. […] Women’s economic emancipation is imposed in all legislations based on the Christian marriage; implicit in its logical and historical development, in its fatal and irresistible tendency; in the working classes, because the wages belong to the one who wins it, because the general thesis is, that the mother is more thrifty and farsighted than the father; in the wealthy classes, to avoid wicked exploitations.11
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