
In the Footsteps of the Stahls:
Thoughts on Adventism I by m ike  ty ler

me in the fold. Like many from m y Adventist-born gen- 
eration, 1 had toyed w ith the idea of leaving the Church . 
I had faded in and out of Sabbath morning attendance. I 
had gone through the phase of refusing to call m yself an 
Adventist, preferring the title "Christian" or, better yet, 
"follower of Christ." How ever, for one like me—born, 
raised, and educated in the C hu rch—Adventism  is an 
incurable disease. O r perhaps an unshakable blessing.

n late M arch , I stood in front of a bronzed statue 
of three men and 1 fina lly  began attempting to 
answer decade-old questions. 1 am a Seventh-day 
Adventist of twenty-two years: from the womb, to 

Adventist elementary, m iddle, and high school, all the 
w ay to La Sierra U n iversity .

Yet never had 1 answered the question: W h y  am I an 
Adventist? N ever had 1 challenged my religion to keep



and Quechua from their addictions to alcohol and 
cocaine. T h e y  also taught reading sk ills .3

In an attempt to explain w hy the Stahls were so sue- 
cessful in Peru, Latin Am ericanist Dan Chap in  H azen 
writes in his Yale doctoral dissertation:

T h e  m is s io n a r ie s  m in im iz e d  im p o s it io n  b y  o n l y  e x p a n d in g  on  

v i l l a g e r  req u ests . D o c t r in a l  c o n t r o v e r s ie s  w e re  p l a y e d  d o w n — 
S a t u r d a y  w o r s h ip ,  a n  en d  to id o l a t r y ,  a n d  th e  s e c o n d  c o m in g  

w e re  str es sed , h u t m o r e  c o m p le x  issu es  w e re  f o r  th e  m o s t  p a r t  

o v e r lo o k e d .  I n s t e a d  th e  m is s io n a r ie s  in s is te d  on  n ew  s t a n d a r d s

o f  c le a n l in e s s  a n d  m o r a l i t y __C o c a  a n d  a l c o h o l  w e re  d e c la r e d

t a b o o ,  p e r s o n a l  h y g ie n e  w a s  t a u g h t  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e, a n d  

im p r o v e d  m o d e s  o f  liv in g , h o u s e  b u i ld in g ,  e tc . w e re  e n c o u r -  

a g e d . R u d im e n t a r y  m e d ic a l  f a c i l i t i e s  p r o v id e d  cu re s  f o r  s im p le  

a ilm e n ts  w h ic h  h a d  p r e v io u s ly  g o n e  u n tr e a te d , a n d  m is s io n -  

s p o n s o r e d  m a r k e ts  c ir c u m v e n te d  th e  a b u s e s  w h ic h  c h a r a c t e r -  

iz e d  th o s e  in m e s t iz o  t o w n s . M o s t  im p o r ta n t ,  l i t e r a c y  w a s  

a c t i v e l y  f o s t e r e d .4

T h is  quote provides me with a few interesting observa- 
tions about the Stahls and their success. First, education 
was essential. The  Stahls armed the Aymara and Quechua 
with the ability to read and clean themselves. In addition, 
physical needs were attended, w ith simple medical atten- 
tion to compliment the education in hygiene being 
taught. Th ird , economic betterment was encouraged. The  
Stahls gave the people opportunity to avoid the oppres- 
sion of the higher class w ith these "mission-sponsored 
markets." Finally, the Stahls' main mission was not simply 
to convert. Fdazen notes that doctrine was played down 
and the missionaries made an effort not to impose, 
responding only to the people's requests.

Mission work has always been a central item in the 
Adventist Church. You would be hard pressed to find an 
Adventist who hasn't heard countless mission stories or been 
presented with the opportunity to do missions abroad.
Often missionaries act as guest speakers in our churches and 
at our schools. I myself w ill be partaking in this mission pro- 
gram by teaching English in Korea next year.

Because mission w ork is such an important aspect of 
our faith, we must look at how we do missions. I th ink 
the Stahls are a spectacular example of what Adventist 
missionaries ought to be. Indeed, I would suggest, 
Adventism  is successful in emulating the Stahls in many 
of its mission opportunities. W e have medical mission-

It was not 
until a pilgrim- 
age to Peru that 
I finally began 
answering the 
question of dis- 
ease or blessing. 
It was not until 
that trip that I 
finally looked to 
Adventism's past 
to find hope for 

its future. W ithout the hope of a church I can believe in, 
a church that attempts to make God's Kingdom present 
on earth, the scales would be tipped away from blessing 
toward disease.

T h e  men frozen in bronze—Adventist m issionary 
Fernando Stahl, Adventist convert M anuel Cam acho, 
and a generic peasant farmer—represented a story that 
brought many out of poverty and ignorance. It is the 
story of Fernando and Ana Stahl that inspired Charles 
Tee l, professor of religion and society at La Sierra Uni- 
versity , to lead annual study tours to Peru. It was on 
that trip that I sought to find m y identity in Adventism . 
As I asked questions of m y faith, the example of the 
Stahls hinted at answers.

Adventism and Missions
T h e  Stah ls arrived  in the Andes as self-funded mis- 
sionaries, lo ok ing  to w in  souls for C h r is t  in South 
A m erica . Fernando began by handing out literature 
before rea liz in g  that the local people could not read. 
T h e  Stah ls found them selves in a so cie ty  w here an 8 
percent w h ite  and m estizo socia l e lite  dom inated the 
92 percent A ym ara and Q uechua peoples. T h e  
Aym ara and Q uechua not o n ly  lacked the a b ility  to 
read, they could not vote or ho ld  onto the ir land 
e ith e r .1

Manuel Cam acho, the second bronzed figure, held a 
passionate vision for education of the Andean peoples. 
T h e  Stahls moved in w ith  the Cam achos their first 
year. T h a t connection has been viewed as the "begin- 
ning of the Lake T iticaca  M ission "2 A t that point, the 
key focus of the Stahls' mission became not only the 
soul, but also the mind and body. T h e ir  first step was to 
teach basic hygiene. As w ell, they weaned the Aym ara
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Adventism and Social Structures
A mob of two hundred men, led by Bishop Ampuero, 
arrived one day at the mission the Stahls had set up 
outside Puno city. Their purpose was to force the 
Adventist locals to participate in Catholic feasts and 
kiss the bishop's hand. When the locals refused, six of 
them were bound, beaten, marched more than twenty 
miles to the city, and then imprisoned. Upon hearing 
this, Manuel Camacho immediately went to speak with 
the bishop, which led to his imprisonment as well.

When the Stahls heard the news, they, too, immedi- 
ately went to the city. Their first action was to bring food 
to the imprisoned. Then they "called upon the most 
prominent people of the city in their behalf.. ..We visited 
the judges, and other prominent officials of the court...."5 
The lobbying of the Stahls was not in vain; the judge set 
the prisoners free. This event is cited as the triggering 
incident that led to freedom of religion in Peru.6

This attitude of social concern is also seen when exam- 
ining the beginnings of Adventism. "While our denomina- 
tional forbears are indeed otherworldly and premillenial, 
theirs is not a mentality which prepares for end times by 
withdrawing to a Vermont commune," writes Teel.7 John 
Preston Kellogg is said to have had a station on the 
Underground Railroad. Joseph Bates helped organize 
antislavery movements in his hometown. Ellen White 
even called for civil disobedience in response to the Fugi- 
tive Slave Act.8 Not only do we see these major Adventist 
figures providing for the needs of escaped slaves via the 
Underground Railroad, we also see them taking contro- 
versial stances against the government.

Both the Stahls and the pioneer Adventists took 
action out of love. The Stahls freed wrongfully impris- 
oned brethren, and Kellogg, Bates, and White fought 
to free slaves. Love for individuals translated into 
changing societies.

Often I have found the attitude of Adventists to be 
one of isolationism, an attitude that calls for the Church 
to stay out of state matters, to let the world turn as the 
world will turn, while the remnant stays protected in 
isolation. We prepare to run for the hills when Sunday 
laws come, but other than that, our church as a whole 
seems to have little to say about political matters.

The Stahls, however, did not hesitate to lobby gov- 
ernment officials. Their call for justice came directly on 
the heels of tending for the victims.

aries in Uganda, Malawi, and other locations in Africa 
and throughout the world. Language institutes in South 
Korea, Japan, Poland and elsewhere provide the tool of 
the English language to many. I have heard countless 
stories of missionaries going to Mexico or Central 
America to build houses, schools, and churches to facil- 
itate physical, educational, and spiritual needs.

Yet I have also heard countless mission accounts 
telling of a numbers game, where hundreds if not thou- 
sands have been baptized and supposedly converted. In 
Peru, I overheard a conversation discussing Adventist 
mission work. One member of that conversation stated 
that there are places we can "save a soul" somewhere in 
Southeast Asia for forty some-odd cents. Hearing these 
stories, I cannot help but ask, "What do you mean by 
saved?״ Are these scores of new converts being provid- 
ed for once the missionaries leave? Is their conversion 
caught up in a spiritual high that will inevitably fall 
when the hardships of life in poverty continue to weigh 
heavily? What exactly are our nickels and dimes buying 
that this soul might be saved?

Though the Stahls began by passing out tracts, they 
quickly recognized other needs, needs of the body and 
mind that were inherently tied up with needs of the 
soul. The Aymara and Quechua were being oppressed 
by landowner and priest alike, kept ignorant and 
dependent. The Stahls did not merely rely on sermons 
to communicate the love of Christ. Rather, they demon- 
strated the love of Christ by tending to the needs of 
these oppressed people; they provided them with a 
means to live healthy lives and come out of ignorance.

Because the Stahls did not stop at baptism, their mis- 
sion did not lead to temporary soul savings. Nor should 
ours. The mind, body, and soul are connected. Jesus fed 
and healed, spoke out against religious and political 
oppression. That is the center of Christ's love: helping 
people live a better life here in preparation for later. 
That should be the center of the Adventist mission, at 
home and abroad.

I find mission work one of the most important things 
a church can do. However, the purpose of missions 
should never be strictly to win souls. In the loving 
Adventism I envision, our missions will not only try to 
save the soul, but also the body and mind. The Stahls' 
work in Peru finally gave me hope that this was indeed 
in our past and can also be in our future.



Accord ing to a study by anthropologist Ted  Lew ellen , 
the Adventists in the region, w hich comprise an 18 per- 
cent m inority , have much of the political power, better 
schooling, and larger families. Interestingly, Lewellen 
also notes that the Adventists generally choose educa- 
tion over p ro fit .10

These are the results of Adventism's institutionaliza- 
tion in the Puno region of Peru. From this, it would 
seem that as Adventism  grew in Peru it did not fall vie- 
tim to some of the hardships of institutionalization. As 
sects grow into churches, there is a tendency to favor 
structure over service, a selfish choice, and the risk of 
idolatry seeps in. These are just a few of the dangers of 
institutionalization .11

T h is  is a process that Adventism  has struggled w ith 
since its early days. A t Adventism's beginnings, we con- 
sidered any form of organization equivalent to Babylon, 
for on ly G od had the power to organize another 
chu rch .12 H ow ever, as time passed, the notion of a 
"Gospel Order" began to be debated. James W h ite  
called for some structure, and he redefined Babylon not 
as organization, but as confusion.13

Though there was opposition to W hite 's "Gospel 
O rder," by 1863 Adventism  had begun to organize, 
em bracing a business-like ownership of property, 
though still resisting the "great iron wheel" of organi- 
zation that had been identified  w ith  M ethodism . 
W h ite  cited "servant leadership as the indispensible 
check against the abuses of power w h ich  accom pany

T h is  story, 1 think, represents exactly how the Adven- 
tist Church should approach social injustices. Th e  exam- 
pies of Kellogg, Bates, and W hite  affirm this notion in 
their fight for abolition in the century previous to the 
Stahls' work. It is not enough just to tend the personal 
needs of the victim s. As w ell, it is not enough just to try 
to take political action. T h e  two are inseparable: we 
must attempt to change oppressive systems while simul- 
taneously tending to the needs of those oppressed.

There  is, of course, a risk in m ixing religion and poli- 
tics. W ith in  Adventism , there are diverse worldviews.
O n La Sierra's campus alone, I am not surprised to find 
not only Democrats and Republicans, but Libertarians, 
as well. O ne may even encounter a socialist. And, of 
course, there w ill always be a plethora of the apathetic. I 
personally would not like to see Adventists mobilize to 
the right, as have many churches, throwing their weight 
around on issues such as abortion, gay rights, and prayer 
in schools. Simultaneously, I'm sure much of the Adven- 
tist C hurch  wouldn't want the General Conference com- 
ing out on issues to the left. Adventism should never 
seek conform ity in its members' political activity.

I recognize that involvem ent in politics is a sensitive 
subject. But I believe it is also a necessity to a church 
that strives to make bring God's love fu lly to the world. 
W hen blatant injustices arise, Adventism  should be on 
the front lines fighting it, as the Stahls were in Puno 
and as the pioneer Adventists were against slavery.

Adventism and Institutionalization
In the c ity  of Ju liaca, just a bus ride away from where 
the Stahls worked in the 1910s, our tour group visited 
the local Adventist Developm ent and Relief Agency 
(A D R A ) headquarters. There  we were given a brief 
overview  of what A D R A  is doing in Peru. A t least one 
of their programs is a money-lending project. W om en 
supported by A D R A  are lending money to women all 
across the nation. From the seven agencies in the coun- 
try, they have loaned out almost three m illion dollars. 
M ore surprising, in all of Peru, less than one-third of 1 
percent of the recipients has defaulted on these loans.

Another long-term result of the Stahls' mission is the 
plethora of schools that have cropped up in the Lake 
T iticaca  region. Hazen's research indicates that there 
may have been as many as two hundred Adventist 
schools in the area.9 T h e  results are astounding.
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oppressed. T h is  is Christ's love in action .
1 come back to that original question in front of the 

three bronze figures: w hy am I an Adventist? 1 suppose 
the only answer 1 can give is "because I have hope for 
Adventism's future." I have attempted to address a few 
of the issues that the Adventist C hurch  faces today and 
w ill face tomorrow. T h e y  are d ifficu lt issues that no one 
person can fu lly answer. But my ideal Adventism  of the 
future must face the difficulties in missions, social struc- 
tures, and institutionalization. T h e  Stahls made sure 
that Christ's love was at the center when they faced 
these things. No matter where our mission takes us, no 
matter what governments we find ourselves under, and 
no matter what our structure, we must always find this 
love at the center. ■
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com plex and specialized institutional s tru c tu re s ...."14 
H ow ever, after W hite 's death, the nightm are of the 
"great iron w hee l” seems to have become a reality , 
w ith  fewer people m aking decisions for the entire 
church b o d y .15

Personally, I have long been uncomfortable w ith the 
notion of institutionalized religion. It tends to lend 
itself to the shallowness that leads to forty-five cent 
conversions. T h e  larger a structure becomes, it seems to 
me, the more it turns inward on itself. And what good 
is a mission-centered religion out of touch w ith society 
and social issues?

H ow ever, I cannot deny the benefits of Adventism's 
institutionalization. I am a product of its education sys- 
tern, w ithout w h ich  this article would not exist. Th e  
Adventist institution has provided fam ily, friends, and 
even me w ith employm ent opportunities, as well as an 
enrich ing global com m unity. T h is  institutionalization is 
very  much responsible for Adventist culture, that incur- 
able disease or unshakable blessing w ith w hich  1 am 
struggling.

Tee l concludes that a "creative tension" between sect 
and church provides a give-and-take system that ulti- 
mately benefits.10 H ow ever, I do not entirely under- 
stand what he means by "creative tension." O r perhaps I 
cannot see it. Has our motivation for justice across the 
globe reminded the massive structure of conferences, 
unions, and divisions how the Stahls reached out in 
love and changed a society? H ave we made an effort to 
impact society, as did the Stahls? O r have we fallen in 
on ourselves, content to educate and indoctrinate with- 
in the structures we have built?

nfo rtunately , I cannot answer these ques- 
tions, for how  can I be ob jective when I 
am a life long  product of the institution? 
H o w  can I fa ir ly  decide if Adventism  is a 

disease or a blessing? I won't pass judgm ent on what 
has happened in the past, but I w ill give advice for 
the future. W e must always be aware of Teel's creative 
tension, never foo ling  ourselves into th ink ing  that our 
structures m ight be perfect or that our ideals can 
function w ithou t organ ization . M ost im portantly , 
though, we must strive to be like the Stah ls, standing 
against in justice  and healing the wounds of the


