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Background and Yrigins of the Program

Sectarian, ethnocentric, closed. These three terms have often
been employed as descriptions of the Mennonites., No doubt the use
of such terms has frequently been justified, but you would hardly
agree if you were to listen to the pralise many Salvadoreans (people
from El1 Salvador} heap upon the Mennonite name in their country,
From Cabinet Ufficers to customs officials to the peon you may
hear expressions of apprecistion for the concern the "Menonitas®
(Mennonites) have shown towards the needs of El Salvador. This
concern has manifested itself 1n such tangibles as a co-op bakery,
improved farming methods, bridges, and even in persons who call themw
selves Mennonite Christians., The purpose of this paper is not to
prove or dlsprove the validity of using such expressions%%ectarian.
ethnocentric, or closed to describe the Meﬁnonites, but to examine
the historlcal developments of the Mennonite organization in E1

Salvador and let that history speak for itself.

The program I refer to is "Servicio Voluntario Menonita®™, the
voluntary service program in El Salvador, Central America which
is under the auspices of Amish Mennonite Aid (AMA), the official
"Axency of the Beachy Amish Mennonite Churches."1 AMA was orzesniz-
ed in the mld fiftles to operate a relief goods dispensing p}ogram
for refugees fleeing from bast Germany into West Berlin. The ori-
ginal objective of this, the first offliecially organized overseas
mission program of the Beachy Amish church, was "Dedicated to the
rendering of material, moral, and spiritual aid in the name of
Christ, to destitute and needy people.“2 The purpose of this pa-
per 18 to follow the path of thes orgenizational and philosophical

development of Serviclo Voluntario Menonita (8VM).



There are sSeveral Tactors seemingly quite unrelated which con-
tributed to establishing tThe AMA project in El Salvador. The first
factor was the erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961 to prevent the
free exit of refugees Into West Berlin. That phenomenon drasti-
cally reduced the flow of refugees which greatly reduced the need
for AMA's relief program there., Thus the Beachy Amish churches
were left with an aroused interest in mlssions and an efficient
relief program but no place to utilize 1t, During this same per-
104 there was an increased emphasis in the Beachy Amish churches
on providing Beachy Amish operated missions to be staffed by thelr
own people, especlially Iﬁ'ssa Meanwhlile, a natural phenomenon,
Hurricane Hattie, had devastated extensive areas of Belize, Brit-
ish Honduras, Mennonlite Central Committee responded to the emer-
gency need in British Honduras by sendling a delegation to inves-
tigate the possibilities of setting up a disaster or relief pro-
gram, The delegation, which represented several mission boards
of the Mennonite church, also inecluded Jacob J. Hershberger, who
represented AMA., Although this would be another story, the fore-
sight of certain MCC personnel in inviting AMA representation on
the above delegation because Tthey were aware of the interest and

potential of the Beachy Amish churches. must be acknowledged.

Not only dld AMA establish a rellef program in British Hon-
duras as & result of the investlgation, but the same delegation
went to El Salvador to look into the possibility of resyponding to
a call for asslstance in agricultural development which Aaron
Weber made to MCC. Weber was at that time president of the Bap-
tist Home Missions Society in El Salvador., Weber had contact with

the "Instituto de Colonlzacidn hHural® (ICR) which was establishing
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and operating an agrarisn reform program in the country. Knowing
the Mennonites and thelr reputation for being good farmers Weber
sugzested to ICR that maybe they would be willing to asslist in
agricultural development, Via Weber, ICR invited MCC-to consider
setting up an agriculture program in conjunction with land reform
projects. As outlined above, certain MCC personnel had the fore-
sight to lnvite Jacob.J, Hershberger along on the investigation

realizing that AMA would probably be Interested in such an oppor-

tunity.

The delegatibn visifed El Salvador in early December, 1961,
contacting the executlive officials of ICR., Apparently the initial
contact was a fruitful one as evidenced by the fact that Jacob J.
Hershberger came back reporting "the invitation of the E1l Salvador
government"u to the Mennonites to set up a program in the country.,
That move by the Salvadorean government, which in all practical
terms is Catholic and militaristic, must be considered an extra-
ordinary one. The invitation was not without its restrictions,
though, as we shall see later, Within the month AMA had tenta-

tively declded to respond positively to the invitation.

The orlginal concept of the program, which was to be set up
ags an agency under the jurisdiction of ICR which is a department of
the federal government of El Salvador, was to basically work in
agricultural development since "many of the people have had no ex-
perience in farming®™ and it was felt that by "our IW or PAX boys
coming in and glving some practlcal demonstrations of farming...
including crop reotation, hybrid seed, fertilizers, etc.“5 they
could make a significant contribution. Even though in the origi-

nal contract drawn up between AMA and ICR it stated that the AMA
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workers were not to engage in any kind of evangelizing, it was
strongly emphasized right from the beginning that the “service
wilil be in the rame of Christ and the way of life they will ke
seeking to demonstrate will include the Gospel in aotion.“6 “This
restriction of evangelization was to become a major matter of con=-
cern and discussion for a number of years, but it 4id not prevent
the initiation of the work, One of the AMA board members made
this statement, "We stepped out in falth that the restrictions
would be lifted.“? In short, we might conclude that starting the
program as an agency of ICR, which was the only way for an evan-
gelical group to be recognlzed by the government at that time, was

considered a means to an end:; evangelization.

Sitio del Ni¥io, Pillot Project

The unit center and the first work project were set up at the
Sitio del Niho Colony on May 1, 1962, That wes barely five months “
after the initial investigation had been made. But before outlin-
ing the specifics about the initisal project 1t is necessary to ex-

plain in more detail what the ICR is and how it funetions.

El Salvedor, which hes a 1ittle more than eight thousand square
miles, is densely populated. Today there are approximately 390

persons per square mile, Most of the land, until recent years, was

in the hands of only a few famillies. The number of famllies most
frequently cuoted is fourteen, although I never was able to docu-

ment that, Sometime during the fifties a more progressive govern-

ment established the "Instituto de Colonizacidn Bural" (IcCm),
which stands for Rural Colonizatlon Institute, in an attempt to
initiate land reform. ICE, headed by ex-president of the ﬁepub-

lie, Osorio, bought up 2 number of large plantations in the coun-
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try and subdivided them into plots of around five to ten acres.

New housing facilities were constructed in colonies and then the
land eand houses were sold on long term loans to eligible landless
families. {Sitio wes one of those colonles.) Although this project
has been criticized as belng paternalistic, in all falirness it must
be said that it is a legitamate attempt at sccial justice, th
only were the families landless, the majority were also deficient
in education and soclal development, condlitions which ICR also

tries to remedy.

Sitio del Niflo, which is about twenty miles northwest of San
Salvador, the caplital, 1195 in the hesrt of one of the most fertile
plateaus in the country. There the first unit, made up of =even
rersons who arrived in the first month, was set up in a bullding
which had been desligned to be a restaurant. With some innova-
tionsg it provided adequate facilities for the living quarters for
the workers. The bullding was ovned by ICR and was used by the
unit, rent free, until the mission moved off all ICR property in
1968, Jacob.J. Hershberger, representing the board, accompanied
the first workers to éitio, essisting-them in getting established,
Ben . Stoltzfus, who had served as a VSer in Honduras for several
yearsy conisented to assist in El1 Salvador for six months., He'taught”
the new workers Spanish ahd of course he made the initisl contacts
since he knew the language and had experience in the.same kind of
work. Ben's contribut-lon was valuable,as reflected in a state-
ment by one of the first volunteers that "Ben was a real asset to
our work."8 Both Ben and Aaron Weber, neither of which repre-
sented the Beschy Amish church, were instrumental in getting the

work =sBtarted and their contributions were gcreatly avpreciasted.
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Of Weber, one volunteer said, "He was sort of our guardian angel

that first year."9

Agricultural developrment was a new approach for AMA so '.there
wasn't much experience to draw on to initiate a project in the:
troples, Some books on agriculture were made avallable to ths
volunteers, but the initial thrust was to put practicel back-
ground experience to work., <+the very fact that the approach and
methods changed through the years indicates that the projlects
served as educational experiences for the workers as well as the
community. Probably one of the key factors leading to the early
discovery of effective development technlques was the relationships
estahllshed wlth other agencles in the area: the National School
of Agriculture, Peace Corp {there was a volunteer in Sitio), the
ICR social worker, and ABC, a rural credit associstion. ‘Vital

information was exchanged with these¢10

The very Tirst work projects were in the nature of demonstraw
tions. In the newsletter reporting on the first month the unit
director reported that ®we have planted some corn..,.we put ferti-
lizer on part of it" aqd 2l1s0 "we have planted a few radishes, let-

tuce, tomatoes, cabbage, and onlon plants in a hot bed.“11

?ro-
jects like these were concrete involvments for the volunteers;
only someone who has been in development work can appereclate the
frustratlons a volunteer feels at not belng engaged in concrete
activity., Although ICR basically expected Servicio Voluntario

Menonita to engage in agricultural work it was not long until

other avenues of interest were stirred.

By September it was reported that someone had been working




-7 -

with 4=C Club (4-H in the U.S.) boys. This involvement led to
orening & carpenter shop which was basically used as & training
program for the boys; however, the shop soon developed a program
for men whereby a man could learn carpentry skills while making
useful items of furniture for his home.12 The one zingle lady vol-
unteer had :8tarted sewing and cooking classes by October of the
first year with 4-C Club girls, Two months later she was doing
canning demonstrations with the ladles in the colony and by Feb-
ruary had set up regular baking classes.13 Also by Novenber of
the first year a project of 100 New Hampshire Hed chickens, im-
ported from Miami, was started and by March nine Nubian goats had
been imported from Pennsylvenia, The purpose of the goat project

1h It is noteworthy

was to inerease milk in the diet of the people.
that in January 1963, only elght months after arriving, some of
the volunteers were participating 1ln a colony exposition put on
by iCR. This list of projects and activities is not all-conclusive,

but it : glves a general idea of the early trends,

Several of the initial projects developed into thriving enter-
prises. "The canning and baking in Sitio del Niho is now on its
own....The bakery project is growing and is an asset to the colony,“15
was reported 1ln July 1963. The bakery co-op that developed bro-
duced so well that it soon expanded its facllities, bought its own
delivery truck, and was selling as much as 1300 loaves of bread
alone in the capltal city weekly. The chicken project, whieh at
first wes with layers, eventually asrew into a broiler co-op which
was dressing and delivering as high as 300 birds per week by 1967,
Sometime in 1967 the bakery and broller co-ops started working

closely together in sharing faclilitles and labor. They continued
A A BT
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selling in the capital city and also installed a produce stand
along the Pan Amerlcan highway near Sitio., These projects not on-
ly served as pilot projlects for other Mennonlite extensions, but
other organizations 1like Peace Corp, tThe Agriculture Extension

Agency, and the Agriculture School sent delegations to learn from

then,

The successful projects were not without their problems. Or-
ganizational inefficlency was always & potential deterrent to pro-
gress in the co-~ops. Closely related to that was the problem of
when and how to completely turn over projects to the natlonals.
Although the present operations are only token symbols of the suc-
cess they once were, valuable lessons were learned from them in
that some of the local ecitizens were spurred on to progress and
the working ideas were emvloyed in simllar projects in other lo-

cations,

Generally speaking, the Sitic del Nifio project set the pre-
cedent for others which were to follow, although the other exten-
sions were in no wey restricted to those same specifle projects,
Already in June of 1962 mention is made of working in Joya de Ceren,
an ICR colony about four miles from Sitlo. In 1964 a new ex?en-
sion was opened at San Isidro lLempa, an ICR colony in a2 more remote
area of the country. Many of the same tactics were used as at Sitio,
but at 3an Isidro the chicken project failed because of climate
and transportation differences and problems, It was at San Isidro
that interest in worklng in areas off ICR property was really

svarked. Requests for asgistance from neighboring villages were

the cause of thst,

ICR was gzenerally wellapleased with the Mennonite vprozram,
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Jaimie Chacon, assistant director of ICR, told Jacob J. Hershberger
in 1965, "Mr. Hershberger, we want more of your people here in El
Salvedor. We have room for several new agricultural projectso“16
By this time there was growing discontent among the workers with
the evangelistic restrictions and somefimes hindrances tTo community
develo-ment &t the hands of ICR. More and more the possibility of
leaving government property altogether was talked about. But be-

fore discussing the move towards an authentic Hennonite prram men-—

tion must be made of one unique project.

The Baptist Association in E1 Salvador requested a Mennonite
couple to manage a small old people'’s home and farm at Ayutica.
E1ll and Verda Glick were sent to operate the project. The old
people's home never was completed, but a farming program was start-
ed whereby local farmers farmed plots "on a halfl and half basis...
learning first hand the value of good seed and fertilizers.,"l?
The farming and chicken raising projects there were very successful.
In addition, o medical c¢linic was established to meet the dentsal
and medical needs of that rural area. A doctor and dentist made
regular visits to assist Verda, an LFN, who operated the cliniec,
By the end of 1969 Elis bought their own farm at Sacamil, continu-

ing in the same kind of work and enlarging the spiritual outreach.

With this general view in mind of the specific kinds of pro-
Jects that 3VH set up, I will now attempt to backtrack and trace
the significant trends in the development of the philosophy of

the program,
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Trends In the Development of the Phllosophy of Misslions

Three general periods of distinet character can be outlined
in tracing the development of the phllosophy and methods of Ser-
viclio Voluntario Menonlta, The first might be called the period
of demonstration and experimentation; the second, the community
organization approach; and the third, the institutional services
period. Closely interwoven with this topic is the development of

the evangelizatlion work whlch will be dlscussed in another section.

Although there have been definite changes in the philosophy
of development there 1s one basle obJectlve that has undergirded
the program from the start to the present, That is the assertion
that “we truly helv people only when we help them help themselves.“lB

At the very beglinning attempts were made to accomplish that by

assigning projects to individual volunteers in a rather structured
way. After slx months the structure was greatly locsened and
each volunteer 'was more or less free to investigate and initiate
vrojects on basis of adaptibillty to the unigue conditions he
found. At this point the program became more flexlidble to community
needs, Jacob J. Hershbherger stated at this time that "we sense a2
need of making more contacts with the loeal people..... and also

'

of working more in cooperation with the agricultural experts and

officials of El Salwador."!? One of the volunteers felt that

"This is when we really beg&xn."gD

From then on during the first period there was a more or less

conscious effort f£o le=rn better techniques in promoting change,
During this period developed a kKeen awareness of the cruecismlity
of human relatlions. Frojects llke carpentry, for example, were

seen'as a way to get near to the people"?l and there was a fseling
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that "we must win the people to ourselves before we can win them
to Christ."22 The workers then were conscious of the total per-
son, As late as 1967 the idea was relterated that to induce
change it is necessary to "work with persons to promote change

in attitudes."23

During the latter vart of the period of demonstration and ex-
rerimentation the value of formal prolect evaluation was discover-
ed, Evaluation led to declisions to halt projects or methods that
created dependence or paternalism, or for some other reason were
not achleving deslred results. The Service Manual publlshed in
1967 reflected the concern that the projects should be the peoplels
and not the missions. The role of the volunteer was seen as more
that of a lisison for the poor man with the instltutlons that of-
fared assistance.za Some of the successful projects were valid
evidence that the philosophy of the first period was very workable

even if it was in the formative stage.

It is rather difficult to separate the first period from the
community organization period because the developments of the first
veriod led to the approach taken in the second, HRight at the
time the second veriod might be said to have been starting, qld
1966, SVM started sharing learning resources for orientation with
the programns of Eastern Mennonite Board in Honduras and Conserva-
tive Mennonite Board in Costa Rica., It was that summer that the
first volunteers went to Costa Rica for language study and orlen-
tation, The 1967 Service Manual and an AMA committee report affirm
the new trend in philosonhy by stating that there willi be "more

25

emphasis on community developnent.”

One facet of this second perlod was the offering of specialized
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gervices to the grester community in some of the extensions, Vet-
erinary services were offered by one of the volunteers, These in-
cluded medical, breeding and educational services, At the same time
the medical clinic at Ayutica was started and also an attempt at

a community wide literacy program was made. Community-wide co-ops

were quite widely and strongly promoted by volunteers,..-

The second facet of the second period was the adoption of the
community organization taetic in contrast with the services to in-
dividuals approach. At Texlistepeque, where the first SVM extension
was ovened =thaf%§gt under the jurisdiction of any other organlzation,
o community improvement commiitee was organized with the goal of
helping a group of concerned cltizens "unify lnto a functioning
body where ideas will be born, take root, and grow into community
development projects.“26 The objectives were to help develop healthy
social relstions, community consciousness, and lsadership ability.
The same apvrosch was taken at Concepcion Quezaltepeque and San
Antonlo Masshuat later on. Some of the projects which were done asg
a result of those committees were; a moral improvement program,
basketball court, footbridges, public librsry, school houses, mub-
lic teilets, 2nd others. Those committees galned sufficient acclaim
to receive substantial financial assistance from U,S. &ID, tﬁe El
Salvador Highway Department, Department of Education, etec. The em=~

rhasls was on communlty wide participation.

The third distinet period in the philosochical development
might be ¢alled the institutional services pericd. This period
basically coincides with the move of all VS extensions off IChH
vroperty. This phase w2s spurred on by starting to give programs

at the girls' reformstory. The dlre needs observed there led to
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a concern for providing some kind of adequate homes for unfortu-
nate.children, Definite plans and purchase of land for conétruct-
ing a childrent's home have been made,2? A day school for Texiste-
pente 18 also in the offing for the 1971 school term. It should

be noted that it was in 'this period that the formal preaching pro-
gram was started. This third period is closely related to and leads

us to the next topiec; trends in the evangelizstion work.

Significant Trends in the Evangelical Work

The evangellzation work of the Menonitasg in E1l Salvador has
exverienced great changes. The trend has moved 2l1 the way from
complete prohibition (legally) of evangelistic activitlies to buy-
ing ebhurch buildings and being completely free to evangelize, The
restrictions of the original contract with ICR were a constant
"thorn in the flesh", but there was a feeling the econtract should
be respected, as evidenced by Jacchb J. Hershberger's correspondence
"recommending the keeping of cthe mission work to a minimum at
present.....because of working under ths Lsgrcweac'nm:nt;.“2'8 Although
the contrzct was resvected the ICR officials were informed from
the start that the mission desired to evangelize along with the

other aspects of the work. .

As early as 1964 it was stated that "We trust our next ven-
ture in E1 Salvador will be one in which we are entirély on our
own,*?9 In 1966 the move from San Isidro to Texistepeque marked
the beginning of the move to get entirely off government promperty.
But in the meanwhile there was a feeling that the pressures against
evangelization even in the colonles was lessening, That feeling

was probably in psrt due to a gradual moving out from under the
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jurisdiction of ICR even in agrieculture projects, But the re-
straint remained to some extent until April 1968 when the unit
center was moved from Sitio del Niho to Sah Sal¥ador, the capital,
"Now we were entirely off government property leaving the workers
more free to witness and preach the Go-spel.“30 expressed the feel-

ing of relief felt by the workers, board, and'supporting con-

etituency.

The evangellization work can be seen in three stages. The
first few years might be called the personal work stage. Workers
shared personally their testimony with individuals. During this
time the workers frequently visited other evangelical churches
and perticipated in the services in specizal singing, gilving topies,

ete, This period was a time of building meaningful relationships

with-individuals,

The easing up stage as outlined earller resulted in the orsga-
nized approach. Sunday Schools and Bible study groups were estab-
lished, the first being in Sitio sometime in 1965 or possibly ear-
ller. A correspondence Bible course program was started sometime
during the same general period of time. <1t became a rather exten-
sive movement, In January 1967 a two week vacation Bible School
session was conducted at Sitio del Nifiv. That brings us to tge;

final stage; formal preaching by an ordained minister.,

Roman and Amanda Mullet began to serve in San Salvador in
April 1968 marking the debut of a Mennonite preaching ministry in
El Sslvador,. Now the main thrust of the mission was geared to or-
ganizing to preach the gospel. Less emphasls wag placed on the

soclal aspect of the-work. In 1969 a regular preaching schedule
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was established. "On November 16, 1969 the first public Services
were held"3l in a church that could rightfully be called a Men-~
noniteschureh, at least by virtue of being a building used exclu-
sively for that. That was not the first public service, though.
That service was the crowning affirmation of the founding of the
Mennonlite church in E]l Salvador although it followed by about
three weeks the baptism of Santiago Delgado on QOctober 26, 1969
"as 'the first member of the Mennonlite church in El_Salvador.“32
Early in 1970 two more Salvadoreans were baptized and on "iay 173,
1970 the first communion was held in San Salvador with the Latin
members-~-it wes a landmark, it was frult from the early work in
Sitio.“33 Two of the persons baptized had had much contact with
the workers in Sitio the first years. That first comrminion was

held exactly eight yesrs to the month after the initiation of the

first projeet in Sitlo del Nifo.

in September 1969 a second minister and his family moved to
Texistepeque to st-art full time evangelization there., AMA
bought a building there thest was "converted into a church house.,
This bnilding was originally built to be used as a theater.“34
Buildinegs weren't the only ones experiencing conversion., After
a successful two week Bible School in January 1670 several pevrsons

committed themselves to Christ, Within several months services

were also being held in two neighboring cantons.

The IMennonite church in El Salvador 1s too young to predict
what the trends in 1ts developnment will be. Surely there will be
difficult times along with the times of rejolicing as the church :»
grows, but surely she will emerge victorious if the philosovhy of

evangelization is followed that was stated so well by one of the
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first Mennonite volunteers in the country when he said, "We
must remember that the missionery purpose 1z to evangellze and
not to westernize..we mist remember that the Gospel of Christ

is free from all social customs and that the Gospel adapts-:itself

to all cultures."35

Summary

BEight years of innovation and development have brought the
Mennonite Voluntary Service program in El Salvador through the
gamut of belng a dependept agenoy of the government all the way
to an officially recognized and independent growlng church, Of-
ficlal recognition was attained in mid 1970, ending a process
almost two yeasrs in the doing. PFaith that initial restrictions
would some day be removed has been rewarded. BRegardlegss of what
has been sald about Mennonites Iin the past and no matter what the
future will reveal, of the filrst gight years of development of
the Mennonite movement in E1l Salvador 1t must be sald they were
years of creativlity and fearless launching of innovative programs.
The constant change and growth leaves one with the feeling that

the work is still new.
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APPENDIX

Workers and terms served:

Harvey and Kathryn Kauffman
John Gliek

Wayne Schrock

Ben Stoltzfus

Elmer Hershberger
Malinda Hershberger
Allen Zook

Sadle Yoder

John and Mahals Mast
Menno Mast

Gldeon Petersheim
Henry FPetershelim

Jacob and Barbara Hershberger
Floyd Miller

Ernest Hochstetler

Eli and Verda CGlick
Nelson Miller

Herman Bontrager

Peter Weaver

Glenn Yoder

Davld Beachy

Roman and Amanda *ullet
William Mullet

Mervin Iapp

Roy and Rachel Kline
Betty Stephenson

Sue Troyer

Irma Miller

Elmer and Fannie Stoltzfus

Extensions:

Sitio del Nifio (ICR)
Joya de Ceren (ICR)
Sen Isidro Iempa {(ICR)
Texistepeque

Ayutica

Concepeclidn Quezaltepeque
San Antonio Masahuat

San Salvador (capital)
Casltas

Sacamil (Not really an AMA ext.)

May 1962-64, July 1969-
May 1962-64, June 1966-
August 1866

May 1962.64

May 1962-Sept. 1962
May 1962-64

May 1962-65

June 1963-65

May 1963-65

May 1964-68

May 1964-66

May 1G64-66 _
May 1964-67, June 1968~
May 1965-68

May 1965-Nov. 1965
Jan, 1966-April 1947
April 1966-

April 1966-August 1968
June 1966-68

June 1967-69

June 1967-69

January 1968-70
January 1968«

January 1968-70
November 1968~
February 1969-
September 1569-
September 196G-
October 1969~
December 1969~

Mey 1962-68

June 1962-68

May 1964-66

October 1966~ !
August 1966-70
August 1967~

March 1968-Aug. 1949
June 1968-

February 1970-

May 1970-
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Footnotes (cont,)
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