

[image: image]



[image: images]


Photography and Illustration Credits

Front cover: all photos by Merle Good except first and fifth from left in photo scroll courtesy Mennonite Church U.S.A. Archives, Goshen.

Back cover: all photos by Merle Good.

Pages: J. W. Shank, T. K. Hershey, et al., The Gospel under the Southern Cross (Scottdale, PA: Mennonite Publishing House, 1943), 8; Courtesy Mennonite Archives of Ontario, 9, 79, 90, 91, 94, 98, 106, 107, 108, 110, 113a, 116, 123, 128, 167, 173a, 229; La Voz Menonita, (January-February 1940), 10, 12, 16; Courtesy Mennonite Church U.S.A. Archives, Goshen, 14, 15, 22, 24, 87, 99, 101, 171, 175, 184, 187, 188a, b, 189, 192b, 197, 208, 210, 223, 228, 260; Courtesy Albert and Lois Buckwalter, 20; Walter Schmiedehaus, Die Altkolonier-Mennoniten in Mexiko (Winnipeg, MB: CMBC Publications, 1982), 30, 31, 32, 35; Peter Klassen, Kaputi Mennonita. Eine friedliche Begegnung im Chacokrieg (Asunción: Imprenta Modelo, 1980), 38; Willy Janz and Gerhard Ratzlaff, Gemeinde unter dem Kreuz des Südens. (Curitiba: Imprimas, 1980), 40; Ernesto Unruh and Hannes Kalisch, Moya´ansaeclha ´Nengelpayvaam Nengeltomha Enlhet, (Ya´alve-Saanga: Comunidad Enlhet, 1997), 41a; Luz a los Indígenas y Asociación de Servicios de Cooperación Indígena-Menonita, Album (Filadelfia: Imprenta CROMOS S. R. L., 1986), 41b; Wilmar Stahl, Escenario Indígena Chaqueño Pasado y Presente (Filadelfia: ASCIM, 1982), 42; Gerhard Ratzlaff, The Trans-Chaco Highway. How it came to be, trans. By Elizabeth Unruh Leite (n.p., 2000), 44, 104, 105a; Peter Pauls Jr., ed. Mennoniten in Brasilien, Gedenkschrift zum 50 Jahr-Jubiläum ihrer Einwanderung 1930-1980 (Witmarsum, Brasil: 1980), 46, 55a, 61; Gerhard Ratzlaff, Historia, Fe y Prácticas Menonitas: Un Enfoque Paraguayo (Asunción: 2006), 47; Korny Neufeld, Conociendo a los Menonitas, 2nd ed. (Asunción: 2005), 48, 113b, 115; Courtesy Mennonite Church USA Archives, North Newton, Kansas, 55b, 59, 63, 64, 65, 84, 85, 119, 186; Peter Pauls Jr., Witmarsum in Paraná (Curitiba: Imprimax Ltda., 1976), 57a; Peter P. Klassen, Die russlanddeutschen Mennoniten in Brasilien, Band 1 (Santa Catarina: Mennonitischer Geschitsverein e. V., 1995), 57b; unattributed, 58; Courtesy Jaime Prieto, 62, 75, 88, 92, 144b, 169, 173b, 174, 178, 193, 199, 201, 218, 219, 230, 246, 247, 248, 249, 250, 269, 276, 279, 290, 291b, 299, 300, 301, 302 (La Nación, March 6, 2005); Johannes Bergmann, En Uruguay encontramos una nueva patria (Montevideo: Imprenta Mercur S.A, 1998), 76; Courtesy Eunice Miller, 81; Courtesy MWC, 86, 322, 328; Courtesy Daniel Schipani, 95, 96; Courtesy Linda Shelly, 102, 117b, 220, 261, 314, a, b, 315, 317b, 319, 327, 334, 338 a, b, 345; Courtesy Geschichtsarchiv der Kolonie Menno, 105b; Courtesy Becky Oulahen, 117a; Courtesy Angela Rempel, 124; Courtesy COM archives, 126, 144a, 177; Courtesy Erwin Rempel, 129; Courtesy Viola Shelly (Lehman), 134; Courtesy Andrew Shelly, 138, 139, 140a, b, 141, 142, 145, 168; Courtesy Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 147, 148, 149, 153, 272, 273, 274; Courtesy Maurine Friesen, 156, 157, 158b, 159; Courtesy Joe Walter, 158a, 160; El Discípulo Cristiano (August 1971), 192a; Missionary Light (May-June 1965), 207, 212; Courtesy Virginia Mennonite Missions, 211; Courtesy Elmer and Eileen Lehman, 213, 232, 252, 255, 258, 277, a, b, c, 278, 280, 343; Courtesy Henry Yoder, 217; Courtesy Paul and Eleanor Derstine, 222, 224; Courtesy Eastern Mennonite Missions, 233, 265, 270; Cover, Missionary Light (July-August, 1979), 238; Courtesy Hugo Hernández, 245; Courtesy MCC, 264, 339; Courtesy Larry and Helen Lehman, 289, 291a; Courtesy Linda Witmer, 292; Courtesy Titus Guenther, 317a; Courtesy Junta Menonita de Missões Menonitas (JMMI), 323; Courtesy Tim Froese, 333.

Book Design and Layout: C. Arnold Snyder

Map Design: Cliff Snyder


MISSION AND MIGRATION

Copyright © 2010 by Good Books, Intercourse, Pennsylvania 17534

ISBN: 978-1-56148-690-8

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 2010022837

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner, except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, without permission.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Prieto, Jaime, 1958-

   Mission and migration / by Jaime Prieto Valladares ; translated and edited by C. Arnold Snyder.

       p. cm. — (Global Mennonite history series. Latin America)

  Includes index.

  ISBN 978-1-56148-690-8 (alk. paper)

 1. Mennonites-Latin America-History. 2. Latin America-Church history. I. Snyder, C. Arnold, 1946- II. Title.

  BX8119.L22P75 2010

  289.772—dc22                                                          2010022837



Foreword

In July 2009 the fifteenth Assembly of the Mennonite World Conference convened in Asuncion, Paraguay. More than 6000 people joined this six-day Assembly representing Mennonite and Brethren in Christ conferences in more than sixty countries. Two-thirds of those attending were from Latin America and the Caribbean. On reflection, it was striking that this vigorous Assembly took place on a continent where the Mennonite and Brethren in Christ movement first appeared relatively recently, in 1917. First came missionaries from North America and shortly thereafter large scale migrations from Canada and the Soviet Union, and then internal missions by the newly-founded churches and communities. It was thus relatively easy to select Mission and Migration as an appropriate title for a history of the Anabaptist-related churches of the southern Americas, which at last count (2009) numbered 169,364 members.

We are pleased to present this third volume of the Global Mennonite History. Jaime Adrian Prieto Valladares, Professor of Church History and Cultural Studies at the Latin American Biblical University in San José, Costa Rica, has spent more than a decade researching and writing this unique historical account. Professor Prieto brought to the task his historical training in Costa Rican and German Universities (PhD, Hamburg) as well as his rich experience in Costa Rican Mennonite congregations and as a regional teacher.

In preparing this volume Professor Prieto not only read available source material, but also travelled to most of the twenty-six countries in which Latin American and Caribbean Mennonites now live in order to establish an historical record where little had been recorded or preserved in writing. Much of the fresh history found in this volume is based on more than 350 interviews with church individuals and groups. This volume includes many photographs and sidebars based on these recorded interviews. We are grateful that these source materials will be preserved in the library of SEMILLA – the Central American Anabaptist Seminary – in Guatemala City. We are most appreciative of the individuals and conferences throughout Latin America and the Caribbean who provided hospitality, opened their archival records for research, and were available to be interviewed during Jaime Prieto’s travels.

We owe Jaime Prieto sincere thanks for the time, effort, and unique insight that he has brought to this volume. We are also grateful to his wife, Silva Regina de Lima Silva, a well-known Latin American theologian, and their son Tomaz Sataye for sharing in this long effort. We regret that our series could not include more of the large quantities of data collected for this volume. Copies of the unabridged Spanish manuscript will be placed in research libraries in South and Central America, North America, and Europe.

Because of space limitations, the 80 pages of citations and sidebar credits will not be printed as a part of this volume. The citations corresponding to the printed note numbers in this book are available on line, as are the sidebar credits. See page 350 of this book for more details. A printed and bound version is also available for purchase from Pandora Press.

Co-editor Arnold Snyder edited the original Spanish manuscript to its present dimensions, translated the text into English, wrote the introductions to the three main sections, and is responsible for the design and layout of the present book, with helpful design assistance from Cliff Snyder of Good Books. The English text published here will appear later in both Spanish and French versions.

We are deeply indebted to three readers who helped us in preparing the manuscript for publication: Gerhard Ratzlaff of Asunción, a leading historian of Mennonites in Paraguay; Juan Martinez, a former President of SEMILLA and now director of the Spanish Program at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California; and Linda Shelly, long-time administrator of Latin America programs for Mennonite Central Committee and Mennonite Mission Network. Linda Shelly provided invaluable assistance in locating many of the historical photographs that illustrate the volume.

The Global Mennonite History is not a self-sustaining activity. In addition to the wisdom and council of the sponsoring committee and the leadership of Mennonite World Conference, we are enormously indebted to many individuals and groups who have contributed funds not only to this volume but to this entire project. These include United Service Foundation, Mennonite Central Committee, Mennonite Mutual Aid, Good Books, Goodville Mutual Insurance, the Oosterbaan Foundation, Mennonite Brethren Historical Commission, Mennonite Foundation of Canada, Mennonite Historical Societies in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Goshen, Indiana, Lancaster Pennsylvania, and others.

As editors we are privileged to work with many fine historians. We learn much from new information but more importantly from new ways of recovering the richness of the church’s story. Jaime Prieto has opened for us new windows to the artfulness of church history. We commend this volume as an invaluable contribution to the Global Mennonite and Brethren in Christ story.

John A. Lapp, Akron, PA.

C. Arnold Snyder, Waterloo, ON.
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Early Missions and Settlements: (1911-1958)
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Latin America



Introduction: Early Missions and Settlements (1911-1958)

The territory conquered and colonized by the sixteenth-century Spanish and Portuguese monarchs in the western hemisphere has come to be called Latin America. It has a unique and troubled cultural, political, social, economic and religious history. As the descriptive phrase suggests, the predominant languages spoken today, from Mexico to Tierro del Fuego, are the closely related Iberian Romance languages of Spanish and Portuguese – a sign of the victory of European colonization in the region. Nevertheless, the indigenous reality of Central and South America has not been forgotten, and still provides a visible reminder of pre-Colombian peoples and cultures. Wherever Guaraní, Kekchi, Toba or other indigenous languages remain as the speech of every day life and commerce, the deep and violent colonial history of the region takes the form of a reproachful question posed to the past, the present and the future alike.

The religious legacy of colonization remains a central feature of present-day Latin American reality. The sixteenth-century Spanish and Portuguese conquest and colonization is the inescapable fact that shaped the present reality of the region. Nevertheless, the human embodiment of “latin” America is not predominantly “latin,” but rather an indigenous, African, and racially-mixed people who have inherited centuries of Iberian colonization and global immigration.

The sixteenth and seventeenth century cultural battle to “europeanize” indigenous and African peoples was carried out primarily by the Roman Catholic church which chose, in the end, to attempt to eradicate indigenous religious expressions. In this it largely succeeded. The concessions granted to the Spanish crown by the papacy early in the sixteenth century (the “Patronato Real”) granted the Spanish sovereigns a virtual control over the colonial church and its clergy. In Latin America the church (with notably few exceptions) functioned as an arm of the Iberian crowns. Just as there were virtually no Protestants in Spain or Portugal, neither was there a significant Protestant presence in Latin America before the late nineteenth century.

The story of the coming of Anabaptist-descended churches to Latin America thus begins in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in the period following Latin American political independence from Spain and Portugal. This is a fact of significant political and cultural importance. The openness to Protestant missions and Protestant immigrants by the emerging Latin American national governments was a conscious attempt by “progressive” governments to turn away from colonial Spanish policies, economic, political and religious. An obvious step in this direction was to break the monopoly of the Roman Catholic church, particularly in matters of education and public policy. The “liberal” political parties, which espoused the Enlightenment ideals of a pluralist society, the separation of church and state, secular education, freedom of the press, and free trade were the parties that extended a welcome to Protestant missions and settlers.

As will be seen in the pages that follow, Mennonites came to Latin America by entering doors already opened by other “Evangelico” (Protestant) groups. Mennonites were seen as Protestants, and Mennonites readily identified with the Protestant minorities in Latin America, over against the Roman Catholic majority.

From the perspective of the countries who opened their doors, the coming of Mennonite missionaries and settlers always had larger political implications, and not simply religious ones. Mission boards and Mennonite settlers were rarely aware of this larger picture. The more profound political consequences of Mennonite mission and settlement became apparent only on later reflection. The growing awareness of the political and ideological impact of Mennonite presence in Latin America forms an essential underlying theme in the narrative that follows, and becomes even more significant for the Mennonite story in the post-World War II period, as will be evident in the second and third sections of this book.

The first Mennonite church to take root in Latin American soil gathered for worship in 1919, in the town of Pehuajó, Argentina. It was the result of North American mission efforts and represents one major impulse for the planting of Mennonite churches in Latin America. The model for Mennonite missions in Latin America was provided by the mission efforts of the larger Protestant denominations. Not surprisingly, early Mennonite missions have the “look” and “feel” of the Protestant missions of that era.

The second major impulse for establishing Mennonites in Latin America came with the settling of Mennonite colonists in Mexico, Paraguay and Brazil, in the 1920s and 30s. The Mennonite colonists did not come to Latin America as missionaries bringing the Gospel to a “foreign mission field,” but rather came as communities seeking a new life and future for their groups. A second major theme to be seen in the following pages, then, is the parallel development of two rather different Mennonite presences in various Latin American countries. The work of North American Mennonite mission boards eventually led to worshipping communities that, little by little, became “national” churches, with local leadership and control over their church properties and structures. Mennonite colonies also responded, in time, with mission efforts of their own, directed outside their colonies to the indigenous and Spanish/Portuguese- speaking peoples in their respective countries. The beginnings of these developments can be seen already in the initial stages of Mennonite presence in Latin America.

Historical differences among Mennonites complicate the story of Anabaptist-descended Christian groups in Latin America. North American Mennonite missionaries had been formed in the political and religious culture of the United States and Canada, quite different from the Germanic ethnic culture familiar to the conservative Mennonite colonists who passed through Canada on their way South, and the more progressive German-speaking colonists who settled in Latin American directly from Russia. Both English-speaking Mennonite missionaries and German-speaking Mennonite colonists were entering a Latin American culture that had been formed in a way profoundly different from their own. The question of how to express and live the Gospel in a new culture would provide a significant challenge for both groups.

There were, however, further religious and ideological differences among Mennonites that complicated matters even more. The narrative that follows will detail the mission efforts of “Old” Mennonites and General Conference Mennonites (now united in one church conference in the U.S. and Canada) and Mennonite Brethren from North America, to name just the largest Mennonite conferences of the time. In some cases, these different groups established parallel Mennonite churches, with denominational variants, in the same countries. The picture becomes even more complicated after World War II, when smaller North American Mennonite conferences initiated their own mission projects in different Latin American countries, as will be seen in the second and third sections of this book.

On the side of the colonists, the primary division fell between the “church” Mennonites and the Mennonite Brethren – a separation which dates back to a division in Russia in the middle of the nineteenth century. The designation of “MB” is a commonly-accepted abbreviation for the Mennonite Brethren group which broke away from the main body of Mennonites in Russia. There is, however, no such easy designation for the original group, the “church” (kirchliche) Mennonites, since in Latin America they tended to identify themselves as the “Mennonite Community” (Mennonitengemeinde). In North America members of this group joined the General Conference Mennonites. The distinction between “GCs” and “MBs,” well-known in North America, is less applicable in Latin America, where affiliation with the General Conference was secondary and memories of the original separation ran deeper. Some historians have designated the “church Mennonite” group in Latin America as “MGs” (for their self-designation as Mennonitengemeinde).1 For the sake of convenience, we will follow the same practice in this book.

Given the variety of Mennonites and Brethren in Christ who came to witness and live in Latin America, the question “Who or what is a Latin American Mennonite Christian?” is a recurring theme throughout. Are Anabaptist-descended Christians in Latin America more like Pentecostal Christians, like socially-involved Christians, like apolitical Christians who “separate from the world,” or like mainline Protestant Christians? The answers to questions such as these – and to the more fundamental, underlying question of how the Good News is to be understood and lived in the various cultures that make up Latin America – continue to be worked out by the Anabaptist-descended Christians who have formed faith communities in the region. By addressing these questions, Latin American Mennonites have made, and continue to make, important contributions to the wider dialogue in which Christians of all cultures are engaged.



CHAPTER I


The first Mennonite Mission: Argentina (1911-1958)

The historical period between 1880 and 1910 in Argentina (the Conservative Regime) gave birth to the modern-day nation. In this period citizens were granted the vote and an electoral system was established in which both the winning and the losing parties shared power. The country, structured by the ideas of Juan Alberdi, managed its greatest development during these thirty years, placing itself on the vanguard of Latin American development. It had the largest railway network on the continent, enjoyed a great political and institutional stability, and it had a good educational system. Argentina’s prosperity depended upon the production of cereals, oils, and meat. Argentina became the second-largest meat exporter in the world, after the United States. The government outlined its policy beginning with three aims of the state: immigration, education, and peace.1

Successive presidents favored the immigration of Anglo-Saxon Europeans to Argentina because they were convinced that such immigration would bring about capitalist development and “the triumph of civilization over barbarism.” Although there were some Protestants present at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the large scale immigration of Protestants to Argentina took place only in the latter half of the century.2 The immigrant population grew from 12.1 percent of the total population in 1869 to 25.5 percent of the total population in 1914. The census of 1895 indicates a total of 26,750 Protestants living in Argentina, of which eight out of every ten were foreign-born.3 The Protestant immigrants promoted the evangelistic work of missionary societies, Bible societies, and publications. Many of the missionary societies founded schools, colleges, institutes and seminaries, some of which became renowned. Religious literature was promoted by denominational presses and publications.4

The Argentine state in this period was characterized by an interest in peace. At some distance now from the war that had been waged against Paraguay in the years 1865-1870, there was an expressed will not to enter into armed conflicts with neighboring states. The first Mennonite missionaries who came from the United States could see with their own eyes the political, religious and cultural situation of the various countries of Latin America, and they chose to begin their missionary work in Argentina.


Once we became aware of the existence of the neighboring continent, where millions of Indians live in ignorance and paganism and where many millions more people of mixed race have lived for centuries in idolatrous superstition, under the name of religion, then our hearts filled with sympathy for them in their need.

J. W. Shank



Foreign missions by U. S. Mennonites began only in 1899, with work in India. This awakened an interest in Latin America missions among a group of persons who were having weekly meetings in Elkhart, Indiana, in 1901. Five years later the Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities was founded in Indiana,5 although it was not until 1911 that this mission board decided to send Josephus Wenger Shank to South America in order to investigate the possibilities of beginning missionary work.6 His report was decisive in leading the mission board to send its first missionaries to Latin America.7

In spite of the eruption of World War I, the Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities decided to send two families as missionaries to the Republic of Argentina in August, 1917. Their first contacts in Argentina were with the noted leaders of the oldest evangelical work in Argentina, among whom the Methodists were prominent.8 The Mennonite missionaries spent the first months of their stay learning Spanish and eventually focused on the area south-west of Buenos Aires in the direction of Toay, more specifically on the towns that were born and grew on the terminal spurs of the Western Railway, such as Pehuajó, Trenque Lauquen and later the city of Santa Rosa.
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Josephus W. and Emma E. Shank

The first Mennonite church to be established in Argentina was in Pehuajó, along the end of the main line of the Western Rail. The T. K. Hershey family moved to Pehuajó on the twenty-first of January, 1919, and on Sunday the twenty-sixth they held the first worship service in their home. The first believers were of Italian and Spanish origin. They were converted in the first evangelistic campaigns that were carried out in 1919, prominent among whom were members of the Cavadore family. These first converts, along with the missionary family, comprised the first Mennonite church in Latin America. In 1923 work began on the construction of a church, and in August of that same year the church was dedicated to God in a service at which the well-known Baptist preacher and writer, Reverend Juan C. Varetto, preached.9
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North American missionaries and their children in Argentina, 1930

Trenque Lauquen, which in the dialect of the Pampas Indians means “Round Lake,” was a city to the west of Pehuajó, with approximately 9,000 inhabitants. Missionary work there began in September, 1920, when the Shank family moved there from Pehuajó. The first persons to be involved in the worship services were from English families who were connected with the commercial activities of the railroad. The first worship service in Spanish took place in November, 1920. In May, 1921, the first baptized members were received into the church. Albano Luayza was the first national pastor to assume leadership in a Mennonite church. He was an important resource for the work of evangelization, as was also Anita Cavadore, a young Bible reader from Pehuajó.10

Santa Rosa was a very Roman Catholic city. The Mennonite missionaries had great difficulties renting a house there, especially because of the threats and the opposition of the local priest. Eventually a place was rented where the first worship service was celebrated in January, 1922. In May, 1925, a special worship service was held to dedicate the church built in Santa Rosa. In spite of being a church whose members lived in constant exodus, the church held its own under the pastoral leadership of Albano Luayza from 1921 until 1939.
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Anita Cavadore

Anita Cavadore was the daughter of Italian immigrants who settled in Pehuajó. Along with her sisters, she was one of the first to receive biblical instruction and to be baptized in October of 1919. Shortly after the Shank family moved to Trenque Lauquen in 1921, Anita Cavadore was appointed as an assistant in the mission that was just beginning. Anita was part of the movement of Bible readers, an interesting way of evangelizing the community, house by house, thought up by the North American missionary leadership. The women readers dedicated much of their time to evangelistic tasks, with much love and passion, even though they didn’t receive the same salaries as the male pastors. Anita and Emma Elizabeth Shank visited 30 families every week. Anita dedicated nine years to evangelism and to the Sunday school in Trenque Lauquen, and many persons came to know Jesus Christ through her testimony. She demonstrated leadership not only in the local churches, but also at the level of the emerging Conference of Mennonite Churches of Argentina, whose first gathering was organized in 1924. It is not surprising that Anita was elected to the Board of Directors at the convention of 1930.11

The first Mennonite churches, situated in larger cities like Pehuajó, Trenque Lauquen, Santa Rosa, Carlos Casares, and finally Bragado, served as points of support for the extension of the Gospel along the length of the railway line. From 1919 until 1933, a total of 21 mission fields were begun by the Mennonites.12 Fundamentally important in the work of evangelization were the “Bible Van,”13 the preaching tent, and the publication of Christian literature such as La Voz Menonita (The Mennonite Voice), El Camino Verdadero (The True Path), and numerous biblical tracts that were distributed to many homes in all the neighboring towns.


Sermon by the Argentine pastor Albano Luayza, 1932: The ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13)

Among the many parables that our blessed Lord Jesus told is the one concerning the ten virgins… Five of the virgins were careless. Five were prudent. The ten took their lamps, but only five took oil. Lamps are an instrument and signify the external aspect of religion. The oil signifies the Holy Spirit in the believer, and it is what gives life, or spiritual light.

Those who take religion as something external (like a lamp without fuel), like something inherited from parents, may become members of a church, may do virtuous things, reading the Bible and praying, but since such persons do not have what gives life, they will always remain persons without power.

But, how different it is with the one who took oil in her jar (the jar is the heart). This is a lovely figure: the heart full of spiritual light, and this is what makes such a person shine with brilliant splendour and which “Provides light for all who are in the house”; it is light in the midst of darkness. “You are the light of the world,” but, how can you be light if you do not have the seal of the Spirit of God in your heart? …

Brothers and Friends! Do not imitate the careless virgins! Imitate the prudent ones; let your hearts be filled with the Holy Spirit, and then when the Lord comes, or when you go to Him, you will be able to enter to enjoy yourselves with the Spouse.



September 6, 1930 saw a military coup that initiated the political predominance of military men. From that moment until 1944, the Argentine economy was ordered according to a fascist ideology which organized society by the power of the state. Individualism was suppressed, with people organized into controlled corporations. In this way it was said that order was guaranteed without the property structure being changed at all.14

Following the ideological mark that characterized the North American missionary societies, the Mennonite leaders distanced themselves from the new political situation, but even more so from organizations, such as the Socialist Party, that were attempting to organize the workers. A declaration concerning politics, made by Snyder and Luayza, stated: “Let no pastor or worker in the Mennonite churches take part in any political movement, and at the same time let them not campaign for any particular candidate, and for religious reasons, they should not show preference to the so-called Socialist Party.”15 This attitude in the face of reformist political parties began to change as the military began to take charge of the political direction of Argentina, working along with the Catholic church. At this point the Mennonites expressed their dissatisfaction with the militarization of the country.

The Argentine Mennonite mission had never clarified to the authorities its position on conscientious objection, or its position concerning military service. In 1934 Hershey was of the opinion that as the Mennonites began to settle into the South American countries, there would be “sufficient pressure to present to these different governments what we believe as Mennonites, concerning nonviolence, non-militarization, peace movement, and other doctrines.”16 The Mennonite voice was not long in coming in view of the new situation. In 1935, the Mennonite pastor Luayza criticized an article written by an Argentine military man in La Prensa with the title “The importance and the need for military maneuvers.” Luayza stated that the arguments and conclusions expressed in that article were the best possible to demonstrate the futility and idiocy of wars: “War signifies the incompetence of humanity in governing itself,” he wrote.17
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Albano Luayza

The newspaper La Prensa, in its publication of March 19, 1937, published a photograph showing a high dignitary of the Roman Catholic church blessing a pile of swords which were to be used by young Argentine marines. In reaction to the intransigent position that the Argentine Catholic church adopted in face of the communists, as a reaction to the civil war taking place in Spain, pastor Luayza responded “There will be no crusade or campaign that will be able to bring peace to the Argentine family, or to the great human family, other than the simple message of the love that God brought to this world by means of Jesus Christ.”18

Many Argentine citizens are immigrants of Spanish, English, or Italian origin. For this reason the Spanish Civil War did not pass unnoticed by Argentine Mennonites, as can be seen in the variety of commentaries in La Voz Menonita.19 But it was noted Protestant preacher, Juan C. Varetto, an Argentine of Italian origin, who was the great proponent of solidarity with those suffering in this terrible civil war.20 In mid-1937, Varetto initiated a campaign in which he visited many churches personally, including Mennonite churches, and collected money to be sent to Spain to relieve the pain of many widows, children and homes affected by the civil war.

The great fear of an eventual war of global dimensions is reflected clearly in the commentaries of La Voz Menonita from 1933 on. At least two lines of thought can be noted. On the one hand, there are commentaries like those of bishop Amos Swartzentruber and the North American pastor L. S. Weber, who saw this moment of crisis in economic, ethical and moral values as a decisive one, calling the Argentine people to conversion, but they drew away from the human drama that was affecting all of humanity. L. S. Weber was of the opinion that all efforts at global disarmament would not be able to bring about world peace, and thought that hope lay with the salvation of the soul, the sanctification of life, and service to the Lord. He thought that the war was announced as a sign preceding the second coming of Christ, and pleaded that He come to establish a millennium of peace.21


Poem written by the son of an Argentine Mennonite pastor: España, qué haces? (Spain, what are you doing?)

Spain, what are you doing?
Don’t you see that the men
of your rich land
have been shot?
They’ve lost their children,
Their beloved children?

Spain, what are you doing?
Don’t you see that the mothers
are losing their children,
children worthy
of sacred love?

Spain, what are you doing?
Do you not see that the children
are left destitute
without father, without mother,
their dreams dead,
when they most needed
maternal warmth?

Spain, what are you doing?
Now your children are dying
to the shouts of war,
What blasphemy roars
inside your borders?

Spain, what are you doing?
Now your people are dying,
bleeding to death,
and Spain will not attain
the peace of yesterday…?
Spain, what are you doing?



On the other hand, Argentine leaders like Felisa Cavadore and Albano Luayza condemned the war, taking their point of departure from significant thinkers in Argentine political life, such as Juan Bautista Alberdi, and from their Anabaptist tradition.22 At the congress of the Argentine League of Protestant Women, which met in Buenos Aires on May 22-24, 1934, Felisa Cavadore presented a fervent message with the title “The Peacemakers.” Felisa began her message by reciting the poem of J. R. Balloch, saying:


Lord, make me a peacemaker

I want to be your child

Beloved Father, God

Make me, Lord, a peacemaker,

I wish to be a collaborator

with Christ.



In this message Felisa Cavadore distanced herself from theological positions such as L. W. Weber’s, for having heard the drums of war she thought the opportune time had come to give witness to Jesus’ radical message of peace: “Many Christian consciences are still asleep with respect to the war, because they feel disconnected to everything that pertains to political questions, but if Jesus promised to bless the peacemakers, it is because he wanted us to be peacemakers.”23 Argentine Mennonite women repudiated the war with no reservation whatsoever, for in solidarity they heard the groans of the mothers in the places of war: “The clamor that breaks out of thousands and thousands of mothers’ hearts, who love as no one loves, ought to be heard. Warfare is the greatest crime of all.”24 Albano Luayza, referring to what was being published in the newspapers concerning the serious war that was threatening the entire world, criticized Benito Mussolini directly:


…can Italy wage war in the aid of Christendom? No! No! War is anti-Christian. Jesus said “Love your enemies,” “Do good to those who hate you”… Pray God that the group of faithful Christians grow, who are capable of dying for the ideal of peace, rather than carrying homicidal arms for the destruction of their fellows human beings!25



The Argentine Mennonite churches continued forward with their evangelistic plans throughout the 1930s, opening a Bible school in Bragado to train pastors and church leaders, beginning new mission fields located near the railway lines, but also expanding toward the province of Córdoba, and moving back from the outlying urban areas towards the capital Buenos Aires. In 1934 there were 22 congregations with 479 members, 16 missionaries, 3 ordained Argentine pastors, and 3 congregational helpers. After another decade of missionary work 17 new churches and mission fields were added to this list. The majority of these new mission fields were quite small. The leaders were conscious of their enormous economic dependency and reliance on North American missionary personnel They put a twenty-year plan into place with the aim of creating the foundations for an autonomous Argentine Mennonite church with its own administrative personnel, theology, and economic support.26
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Students in the library of the Bragado Bible Institute, 1954. The Bragado school, which began in 1935, merged with the Mennonite Biblical Seminary at Montevideo, Uruguay in 1958.

The economic crisis of 1929 had great consequences for Argentine political life. By 1938 it was noted that many members of the rural churches had moved towards the capital for economic reasons. Bishops Swartzentruber and Hershey were charged with making a list of members who now found themselves in Buenos Aires, with the end of visiting them, gathering them together, and if possible, opening a work in that city.27 Mennonite work began in four locations in the capital as a result of this initiative of caring for rural Mennonite families who had relocated to Buenos Aires. Theological reflection continued, in face of the reality of life in the southern cone. Towards the end of this period, some nationalist tendencies were felt that would culminate in a dissident group led by the young Mennonite pastor, Santiago Battaglia.

Santiago Battaglia, together with Pablo Cavadore, became one of the first two graduates of the Mennonite Biblical College in Pehuajó in 1930.28 In 1933, Santiago Battaglia was ordained to the ministry and participated in his first ministers’ meeting that same month. He soon took on the task of pastoral ministry in Trenque Lauquen.29 As a good disciple of Hershey and Litwiller, Santiago spoke with great certainty in pastors’ meetings in favor of baptism by aspersion.30 In 1934, in the absence of bishop Hershey, who was on furlough in the United States,31 Santiago took on the entire charge of pastoral care in Trenque Lauquen and from 1937 to 1938, he functioned as General Secretary of the Conference of Mennonite churches.32
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Tobias K. and Mae E. Hershey

When the Hershey family returned in 1937, disagreements began over the pastorate in Trenque Lauquen. The executive council of the Conference decided to assign Battaglia to another city and assigned bishop Hershey to continue in Trenque Lauquen. Santiago was of the opinion that all were equal in the church, without distinction whatever,33 and was not disposed to concede. As a result, Santiago Battaglia, accompanied by a good number of the members of the church, separated and formed a new congregation, which they called the “United Brethren Church.”
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Santiago Battaglia

Bishop Hershey opposed the new group in a variety of ways, which led Santiago to decide to join the Baptist church.34 In spite of bishop Hershey’s efforts to block this, Santiago, his wife Amalia, and twenty persons more were rebaptized by immersion in order to become a new Baptist church. Of this group, only one person was newly converted; the rest all came from the Mennonite church of Trenque Lauquen. Without a doubt this was a hard blow for Hershey, for one of his principal followers had broken with a pastoral doctrine and practice that he had introduced to the Mennonite church in Argentina: baptism by aspersion. In spite of requests to the Baptist convention that Santiago Battaglia should pastor in another city,35 Battaglia continued as a Baptist pastor in Trenque Lauquen. In 1944, during the Mennonite annual convention celebrated in Trenque Lauquen, Santiago Battaglia sent a greeting to this event with the following words: “The Evangelical Baptist church of Trenque Lauquen greets the Mennonite convention and prays for you, blessings from on high.”36

The case of Amalia and Santiago Battaglia signals a nationalist expression that would be seen even more clearly in the next historical period, when Argentine pastors became the majority that assumed the leadership of the church, and reshaped the structure of the Conference of Mennonite churches of Argentina.37 The movement towards the nationalization of mission churches would be repeated throughout Latin America in the coming decades, and is a process that continues to the present.

Juan Domingo Perón won the presidential elections in February, 1946 in spite of the opposition of the United States which had identified his party as a Nazi movement.38 The government of Perón defended the interests of the wealthy agro-industrial and financial class, while at the same time it tolerated and even stimulated the participation of the working masses in the social and political life of the country. Peronism promoted a national doctrine of justice which assumed a simultaneous hostility to western capital and to Soviet communism.39 The Peronist era came to an end with the military coup of September, 1955, which removed him from power. The coup was related to the enormous opposition to Perón by the Catholic church, after he had humiliated and outraged the Catholic hierarchy in an all-out struggle for political power. Once a full-scale military repression against Peronism was concluded, elections were held in February of 1958. The president-elect was Arturo Frondizi of the Unión Cívica Radial Intransigente (Radical Intransigent Civic Union).

During the first Peronist period, there was government support for Catholic education in the schools.40 This situation changed in the later years of the Peronist government, when the Minister of Education removed the task of teaching “morality” in the public schools from the Catholic church. In 1952, numerous evangelistic campaigns took place that culminated with the presence of the revivalist preacher Thomas Hicks in 1954.41 With the president’s permission, the preacher held public rallies at stadiums where up to 28,000 spectators could be accommodated. The press featured headlines such as “The miracles performed by Pastor Hicks are due to his faith in God.”42 These campaigns were completely successful in stirring up the urban masses of Argentina in such a way that in 1955 alone, a total of five new Assembly of God churches were established. In this political context, Pentecostalism gave renewed vitality to Protestantism, not only in the great cities like Buenos Aires, but also among the indigenous Toba churches of the Argentine Chaco.

The migrations of entire families from the country to the great city of Buenos Aires had notable effects on Mennonite missions in the 1950s. In concrete terms, the economic crisis meant the end of the missionary work that the Mennonite congregations had initiated in the following places: Maza (1941), Moctezuma (1950), Smith (1951), Francisco Madero (1952), Guanaco (1951), Treinta de Agosto (1953), Comodoro Py (1958) and Carmen de Areco (1959). On the other hand, new congregations were founded in La Floresta (1940), Fortín Olavaria (1942), El Monte (1951), Ituzaingó (1953), Morón (1954) and La Plata (1958).


Reflection by Alicia Battaglia, “Remember your Creator.”

The government of the old folks appears to be condemned to failure. The world is looking to the youth, because they are possessed of enthusiasm, strength, resolve and manhood. They are the promise of a new order of things. But it is essential that there be faith among the youth so that this new order of things can triumph, for without faith, the days of youth are dead and useless. (…) We are a forgetful race. We forget what is most important for the success of our lives, be they spiritual or material, and we give importance to the passing and ephemeral things of every day, which is to say, we forget what is most sacred. (…) “Remember your Creator in the days of your youth.” (…) If we forget our Creator there is nothing good left for us, but rather on the contrary, we do harm to our neighbors and all those who surround us. … Remembering our Creator is educational, formational, the beginning of something. It is during the days of one’s youth that a life is constructed which later becomes permanent. It is during this time that ideas, habits, customs become fixed and during which the heart is shaped. We have need of a good mold during this process, and this mold is remembering our Creator.



The active participation of women in the Mennonite church of the previous decades had an impact on the Argentine Evangelical Mennonite Church (IEMA). In 1945 the annual assembly organized the national “Evangelical Chain of Mennonite Women.”43 The “Women’s section” of La Voz Menonita (Sección Femenil) became an important vehicle of communication.44

In 1947 the bishops of Evangelical Mennonite church in Argentina were still North American missionaries.45 Nevertheless, a growing Argentine nationalism that was being felt at all levels of society. In January, 1954 a meeting of pastors and workers in the Mennonite church was held in Trenque Lauquen to review, modify and approve new statutes for the organization. The figure of “bishop” disappeared altogether and reappeared as “regional director,” namely a person with the pastoral charge of caring for and coordinating the work of the pastors in a given region. In 1955 the Argentine Evangelical Mennonite Church was organized under the new statutes with an elected board of directors; Agustín F. Darino was elected president and Albano Luayza, Vice President.46

The new arrangement meant that the board now had to deal with all administrative, representative and pastoral matters, which affected the ability of pastors to work in their own congregations.47 By the end of the 1950s a generational change was visible, with first-generation leaders needing to retire.48 This raised the question of pensions and how these older leaders could continue to feel useful within the organization to which they had devoted their lives. On the other hand, it also represented the emergence of a new generation of leaders such as Agustín Darino, J. Delbert Erb, Ernesto Suárez Vilela and among the youth, the leadership of Raúl O. García, Roné Assef and Alicia Battaglia.

The province of the Chaco was considered by the Spaniards to be a place of great misery, but the native groups fleeing the Spanish invasion during the sixteenth century saw the Chaco as a refuge. In the indigenous creation stories, which describe the beginnings of human beings, the principal personalities are women who, descending from the heavens by a cord, meet the men of the earth in order to create children.49


Toba poem

When the cicadas announced

the ripening of the carob,

then the time of happiness began,

the time to celebrate life,

fertility and abundance.



During the seventeenth century the Toba, Mocoví and Abipón peoples resisted the continual colonization campaigns of the Spaniards. It was not until 1673 that one group of the Mocoví tribe, tired of the struggle, made peace with the Spanish authorities and accepted the coming of the Catholic mission of the Jesuits in San Javier, near the city of Esteco. Two centuries later, given the interest generated by the anthropological studies of the indigenous peoples of the Chaco by the Scotsman Wilfrid Barbrooke Grubb (1865-1930), Protestant missions among the Tobas of Argentina began by means of the South American Missionary Society and the Anglican Mission.50

In January, 1943, the mission board of the Mennonite Church of Argentina decided to send mission workers to the Chaco. Bishop J. W. Shank indicated the urgency of announcing the Gospel to the indigenous peoples in terms of gathering together sheep scattered in ignorance and superstition. He saw the indigenous as peoples who had suffered since the Spanish conquest and who continued their pagan practices and old superstitions while under the control of the Catholic hierarchy.

The first Mennonite missionaries to the Argentine Chaco were bishop J. W. Shank and his wife Selena Gamber, as well as Calvin Holderman and his wife Frances Leake.51 Shank’s trip revealed the great spiritual and material needs of the indigenous peoples, and the words of Isaiah 55:5 became theirs: “See, you shall call nations that you do not know, and nations that do not know you shall run to you, because of the Lord your God.” The report submitted to the committee of their Conference on April 26, 1943 led to the decision to begin missionary work in the Chaco.

During this exploratory trip the Mennonite missionaries reached Resistencia, the principal city of the Argentine Chaco, and visited the mission of Misión Id (Go Ye Mission), which at the time was in the hands of the North American missionaries Juan and Carlota Lagar. These evangelical missionaries first came to preach in Resistencia before 1941. Many indigenous people travelled by foot to hear him, and were converted to the Gospel. Juan Lagar and his wife Carlota did not intend to stay, but they did when upon preaching and healing the sick in the name of Jesus Christ, indigenous families began to seek them out.52 This spiritual revival among the Tobas began at just the same time that they were going through the crisis resulting from the military conquest of the Chaco. Many Tobas had died from a variety of diseases such as measles, and they suffered enormously at the hands of the white people.53

The experience of the Holy Spirit meshed well with the traditional religion of the Tobas. They already had a religious conception of the possession of the Spirit, but now that conception was democratized and not only the shaman, but also every one of them could have the Spirit and the symbol of fire. This call began in the Argentine Chaco but it extended into the Paraguayan Chaco, as will be noted in a later chapter. Bishop Shank would witness one of these great spiritual celebrations in Resistencia in 1944 when, by invitation of the Lagars, he was present for the movement of many indigenous peoples who came to participate in the evening services. One of the characteristic rituals was to sing while they were marching to be baptized. In one of those services there was a mass baptism of 268 persons.54
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A Toba worship service, Legua 17 (1955)

In September 1943 the Mennonite missionaries already noted were visited by Amos Swartzentruber and T. K. Hershey, and together it was decided to buy forty acres of land for the price of $1,200.00 U.S. dollars. So it was that by the end of 1943 the Mennonite mission concretized their work in Chaco Province, settling the families Shank and Holderman on this compound located to the north of the town of Sáenz Peña, and named Nan Cum, which in the local language means “with the Indians.” Calvin Holderman, Selena Shank and Una Cressman collaborated with health care. The first Mennonite worship service among the Tobas took place in November, 1944 in a place called Legua 17, located about 18 miles away from Nan Cum, in an indigenous community which demonstrated great emotionalism and religious fervor. The first baptism of eight persons took place in April of 1945.55

When the missionaries Juan and Carlota returned to the United States in 1946, a new leader emerged among the Tobas, the cacique Pedro Martínez, a shaman with healing powers who was disposed to defend his Toba people from the white colonists.56 He also was a pastor in the Pentecostal Church of God. In the midst of the struggles of indigenous workers laid off in a wage dispute from the sugar mill at San Martín de El Tabacal, other indigenous leaders who also stood up for the workers were Luciano Sánchez and Aurelio López.57 In 1947, a large number of indigenous people had gathered near Las Lomitas, in Formosa Province, to search for a solution to their problems of having been forced off the land. The local military squadron responded by carrying out a massacre, with support of the local priest and government officials.


Bishop Shank reflects on the death of a Toba infant

1. Where is that infant, that small child of the Toba race, whose father is Naño, his mother Florita?

2. Over there in the Chaco in my house I saw that small child with his dark eyes and happy smile. Where is he?

3. He is there in the jungle behind the shrubs under the trees he is resting alone his small body.

4. In heaven is heard among thousands of angels, his gentle voice and sweet, which sings his glory to God. He is with God.



In the face of continuing persecution following the massacre, a delegation of indigenous people, in which were found the Cacique Coquero and Aurelio López, travelled to Buenos Aires to speak with Evita and Juan Perón. Although Perón did not come to visit the place of the conflicts, as the Tobas desired, he did send several wagon loads of food and clothing for them. In places like Pozo de los Chanchos, Toba families were provided with a school and land to cultivate. These were some of the reasons why many of the Tobas who were from other churches became involved in the Pentecostal Church of God.58
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Toba mother and child

For Bishop Shank, beginning a new work among the Tobas was a tremendous challenge which he expressed in his missionary trips, the reading of literature about the indigenous and sharing his writings with the fellowship by publications in La Voz Menonita. Bishop Shank could witness the poverty of the Tobas, as well as their pains and struggles.

Beginning in 1949 bishop Nelson Litwiller informed the leaders of IEMA that the Mennonite Board of Missions and Charities had decided that, from a legal point of view, the Mennonite work in the Chaco would be independent of the Mennonite Churches of Argentina. Although there was some bad feeling among the Mennonite leaders of IEMA over this decision taken in the north, without a doubt the intervention of bishop Shank, who invited the Luayza couple to visit the work in the Chaco, facilitated understanding on both sides. In 1950 the Dürksen and Miller families arrived from the Mennonite colony in Paraguay to collaborate for a time on the Nan Cum compound. Later, in 1951, Albert and Lois (Litwiller) Buckwalter arrived. They took up pastoral duties, while Mabel Cressman looked after health matters.59

In 1954 the Mennonite missionaries recognized the importance of communicating the Gospel in the language of the indigenous people, and they also noted the limitations of the paternalistic missionary work they were carrying out among the Toba in agriculture, education and health. As a result of this realization the Mennonite Board of Missions sent William and Mary Reyburn to begin a linguistic analysis of the Toba language and to help missionaries understand the cross cultural dimensions of their work. In 1955, in response to the Reyburns’ investigations, the Mennonite Mission turned over to resident Toba families the land at Pampa Aguará which previously had been purchased. They also decided to begin the work of translating the Bible into the Toba language and to take on the pastoral task of visiting the churches to share the word of God.

In its beginnings the pentecostal-style revival had been criticized by the traditional churches and by the missionaries because they said it contained syncretistic elements of Toba culture. But the indigenous renewal movement helped the Toba see the need to assume their own leadership in the churches, in a manner consonant with their culture. In 1955 pastor Aurelio López took on an important role in the process of creating a church by his own initiative. He said: “I received a revelation. We wish to make our own aboriginal church. Let us stop following after the white people. When we establish this church I want to take the hand of an aboriginal to be pastor, to organize the church.”60

The Mennonite church was able to capture the struggles and the spirit of unity of the Toba people. According to Guillermo Flores, a follower of the preacher Juan Lagar, Albert Buckwalter and his wife Lois were the pastoral advisors when the initiative was decided upon by the Toba to organize themselves as United Churches. These Toba churches, stemming from diverse ecclesial backgrounds, organized themselves into a group that gave priority to their cultural identity, rather than denominational doctrine. One of the virtues of the Buckwalters was their painstaking work of accompanying the Toba throughout their struggle for their right to be in charge of their own church, even in the midst of the dangers posed by the government police who wished to intimidate the indigenous peoples.

Nelson Litwiller took on the task of obtaining proper authorization for the Toba churches. In November, 1958 an indigenous Toba church was created under the name United Evangelical Church (Iglesia Evangélica Unida).61 In June, 1960 the appropriate authorities granted the proof of inscription, registered under number 819, to the United Evangelical Church, with headquarters in Legua 17. A board of directors was named to compose the statutes of the church, and in September, 1961 Nelson Litwiller received the inscription documents that listed a total of 28 affiliated churches, 24 in the Chaco and 4 in Formosa. From this date forward, the Mennonites have accompanied the United Evangelical Church and other indigenous evangelical churches as fraternal workers, collaborating in preaching the Word, facilitating translation of the Bible into native languages and preparing an indigenous church newsletter, which is known as Qad`aqtaxanaxanec (Our Messenger).62

The pastoral and accompaniment mode of the Mennonite missionaries among the Toba represented a significantly new missionary model. In a context in which the Chaco peoples were repressed, and whose lands had been invaded by European immigrants, the Mennonite missionaries faithfully accompanied them throughout the entire process that made possible an autonomous and independent church, based in the distinctive cultures of the Toba, Pilagá, Mocoví and Wichí peoples, which is today the United Evangelical Church.
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Albert Buckwalter and Roberto Ruiz, at work translating the New Testament into the Mocoví language

A third Mennonite group that established itself in Argentina is the Mennonite Evangelical Alliance (Alianza Evangélica Menonita), made up of people with diverse experiences emigrating from the Soviet Union. During the 1940s, Mennonites from the Paraguayan colony of Fernheim moved to Buenos Aires in search of work, and remained as residents in that city.63 Later, in February 1947, a group of 2,305 Mennonite refugees who had fled Russia arrived in Puerto Nuevo, Buenos Aires.64 The final destination of this and later groups of immigrants was to be Paraguay, and the majority of these people came to live in the Paraguayan colonies of Volendam and Neuland. But, because of the revolution that was taking place in Paraguay in 1947, 150 Mennonites in the first contingent of immigrants were not able to enter the country, and had to remain in Buenos Aires. Six of the families located in a place called Ezpeleta, and the rest settled in other parts of the city. These families eventually decided to continue living in Argentina. MCC, the Mennonite churches, and the Conference of Evangelical Churches of Argentina were very supportive of these refugees in a variety of ways.65

At the recommendation of E. C. Bender, Nelson Litwiller established a religious and social center in Buenos Aires, which he led until the end of 1949.66 During the period from 1945 to 1947, the young Paraguayan Mennonites Martin Dürksen and his wife studied at the Biblical Institute of Argentina and collaborated in provided leadership in the refugee camps. After visiting their country, they returned to Buenos Aires in 1950 to take charge of the religious center there. Baptism was practiced after a person had made a profession of faith, and took place either by immersion or by aspersion, following the same spiritual lines as those practiced in the Paraguayan colonies like Fernheim.

From 1947 to 1954 there was a continual exodus of Mennonites from the Paraguayan colonies of Fernheim, Friesland, Volendam and Neuland to Buenos Aires. Some families settled in Florida, others in Villa de Mayo. This resulted in the organization of a Mennonite church in Villa Ballester, where Martin Dürksen functioned as pastor during the first half of the 1950s. For the year 1954 it was calculated that approximately 500 Mennonites of Russian-immigrant origin lived in Argentina.67 Since this church emerged thanks to the collaboration between various Paraguayan churches and the North American mission boards, it was decided to call it the Alianza Evangélica Menonita de la Argentina (Mennonite Evangelical Alliance of Argentina). Pastor Martin Dürksen had very good relations with the Mennonite Conference (IEMA) and was present at the annual assembly which was celebrated in February, 1957 participating with a message on the topic “The stewardship of time.”68 In 1962, once the church was established and had its own building, MCC concluded its work. This German-speaking congregation has worked together with the Evangelical Mennonite Brethren Conference and the Konferenz der Evangelischen Mennonitischen Brüderschaft von Südamerika.69 The congregation has been continually enlivened by European and North American immigrants in the face of the economic and political upheavals of Argentina.

Pastor Martin Dürksen invited the missionary Mario Snyder to begin a work for Spanish-speaking persons in the neighborhood where the German-speaking church was located. Mario Snyder gathered together 40 persons, including children. From this initial effort would later emerge a Spanish-speaking Mennonite congregation which located in Delviso, on the outskirts of Buenos Aires.70

The first decades of Mennonite presence in Argentina witnessed significant changes for the church that was initially planted there by North American missionaries in 1919. By the end of the 1950s the displacement of people from the countryside to Buenos Aires had resulted in a strategic shift, with the closing of many of the smaller churches that had been planted further afield in the earlier decades, and the opening of mission efforts in the capital city itself. By the end of the 1950s, the beginnings of what would become a significant mission work were just visible in the area north of Buenos Aires.

A significant nationalization of the church also took place in this period, with Conference leadership passing definitively from the North American missionaries to Argentine pastors and leaders by the mid-1950s. Mission efforts were significantly extended by the work among the indigenous Toba to the north, resulting in a unique missionary model that accompanied the Tobas as they established their own indigenous churches.



CHAPTER II


Old Colony Mennonites Settle in Mexico: (1922-1958)

The Aztec and Inca cultures were the most advanced on the continent when the European conquest began. The Aztecs were made up of different Nahuatl tribes who occupied the valley of Mexico. Their advanced culture was based on the systematic cultivation of corn and was polytheistic, based in the worship of nature. Divine beings were represented by drawings and sculptures, temples with platforms were built to honor their gods, they had a system for keeping track of religious events, and a calendar and astronomy that served their ritual purposes.1

In 1519 Hernán Cortés left Cuba and came ashore in the port of Veracruz. In the end, Cortés and his soldiers conquered the Aztec empire, created the Viceroyalty of New Spain, and imposed Roman Catholicism on the inhabitants of Mexico. With few exceptions, the church during the colonial period (up to 1808) functioned as an ideological engine of the state, legitimating the coercive action of domination by the state of indigenous peoples, creoles and slaves.2

A second foundational period in Mexico’s history began with independence from Spain (1810 to 1821). Following independence, the internal wars between Liberals and Conservatives during the period of the Republic (1824-1858) provided the occasion for the United States to annex the state of Texas in 1845. The war between these nations (1846 to 1848) resulted in the loss of almost half of Mexico’s territory to the United States. In 1857, under the leadership of Benito Juárez, the foundations were laid for a reform in Mexico that eventually came to fruition in a new constitution that established a separation of church and state, thus breaking the colonial Roman Catholic monopoly.3 After Juárez’s death, General Porfirio Días governed Mexico with an iron hand from 1876 to 1910. During his rule came the investment of foreign capital, the development of the petroleum industry, the construction of railroads, and the establishment of public education. It appeared that Mexico had entered a new era of prosperity. Nevertheless, this prosperity also meant hardship for more than three million indigenous people and the reality that one percent of the population would hold eighty-five percent of the land.

The arrival of the Mennonites in Mexico was helped by the expansion of Protestant societies. Between 1872 and 1916 Protestant religious associations collaborated with the Liberals in the struggle to break away, symbolically and politically, from the colonial corporate and patrimonial society ruled by the Conservatives and the Catholic church.4 A central historical event for Protestant missions, and which preceded the arrival of the Mennonites in Mexico, was the reform of the old constitution in 1917, which broke the monopoly of the Catholic church and introduced de-clericalization and freedom of education in private schools.

The Baptist Scottish minister Diego Thompson is the first known distributor of Bibles in Mexico when he was sent to travel around the country by the British and Foreign Bible Society in 1827.5 The first Protestant missionary initiatives in Mexico date from 1852, when Melinda Rankin, a Presbyterian woman from the United States, felt a calling from God to take the message to the Mexican people and undertook the adventure of travelling to the U.S.-Mexican border at Brownsville.6 The Presbyterians not only founded churches, but also established schools and colleges which offered educational alternatives to more than 20,000 students.7 Other Protestant churches that became active in Mexico in the first decades of the twentieth century were the Methodists and the Pentecostal “Apostolic Church of Faith in Christ Jesus.” The Apostolic Church was a mission movement of Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles who were part of the Asuza revival; they were part of the early forming of the Apostolic Assembly before they returned to Mexico.8 The Assemblies of God in the United States also took an interest in mission work in Mexico. In short, the spread of different types of Protestantism in the early and mid-nineteenth century grew thanks to the shelter and protection of liberal policies and of General Porfirio Díaz.9

General Rafael Obregón took up his post as president of Mexico in 1920.10 In the climate of political and religious openness toward Protestantism, a commission of Old Colony Mennonite representatives wrote to general Obregón, requesting permission for Mennonite colonies from Canada to be founded in Mexico. On the 25th of Februrary, 1921, president Obregón answered their letter, extending his welcome to Mexico and granting them the basic rights they had requested.


Rights conceded to the Mennonite colonists by president Obregón.

•  The Mennonites would be exempt from military service

•  Under no conditions would they be required to swear oaths

•  They would be able to practice their religion freely

•  They had the right to establish their own schools with their own teachers, without any form of government interference.



So it was that the exodus of Old Colony Mennonites from Manitoba and Saskatchewan, Canada began on the first of March, 1922. The photographs from this era show a great caravan of wooden wagons in a row, with steel wheels, pulled by one or two horses. The first place where the Mennonites established themselves was 70 kilometers west of the city of Chihuahua, the capital of the state, and 10 kilometers south of the city of Cuauhtemoc,11 in the place known as San Antonio de los Arenales. The great migration of Mennonites to Mexico, numbering approximately 6,000 persons, took place from 1922 until 1926.

The Old Colony Mennonites who settled in Mexico descended from Dutch people who first emigrated to Prussia and then to Russia. The “Old Colony” designation points back to the time when Mennonites settled in Chortitza and in Fürstenländer, in the southern part of Russia in 1789.12 In 1803, when a new settlement of Mennonites came to the banks of the river Molotschna, the new colony came to be known by that same name.13 Later, between the years 1874 and 1880, another migration took place of approximately 7,000 Mennonites from the Russian colonies of Chortitza, Bergthal and the group known as the Kleine Gemeinde to Manitoba, Canada. These came to be called the “Old Colony Mennonites” (Altkolonier-Mennoniten). The reason for the migration to Canada was that in 1870-1871 the Russian government proposed substantial changes to the laws concerning immigrants, including the introduction of obligatory military service, to begin in 1881. At the same time the Russian language and Russian school programs were legislated to be introduced into Mennonite schools. The emigrating groups felt these changes compromised their religious principles.

Shortly after migrating to Canada the Old Colony Mennonites experienced a similar situation, when the Canadian government adopted a policy of attempting to nationalize all ethnic groups, with the exception of the French. The Old Colony Mennonites felt that this policy seriously threatened their privileges, especially regarding education, for the Canadian government set out to exert more influence in the schools, introducing education in the English language. The more conservative members of the Mennonite settlements, seeing that their German cultural identity was under threat, decided to emigrate to yet another country where they could maintain their colonies without their culture being threatened. In these years, South America was seen as a place with a great tradition of immigration. The commission of the Old Colony Mennonite church of Reinland, which was charged with finding a new country for settlement, considered Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay. However, a contact established with the Mexican Consul in Buenos Aires put them in touch with the Mexican authorities.14 The 200,000 hectares purchased in San Antonio de los Arenales15 became the epicenter of Mennonite migration to Mexico, above all for immigrants from the Old Colony group.
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