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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is a study of the development of William Cameron Townsend’s (1896-

1982) perspective on the role of “nationals”1 in the Summer Institute of Linguistics 

(SIL). In 1934, Townsend founded SIL to carry out Bible translation for the indigenous 

peoples of Latin America. After 1950, SIL expanded into Asia and Africa where Bible 

translation was initiated amongst minority peoples who still lacked the Christian 

scriptures in their own languages. Into the 1960s, only western expatriates were 

members2 of SIL. However, by the 1970s, the issue of nationals joining SIL as full 

members on an equal basis with western expatriates became a topic of ongoing 

discussion in the organization. Although Townsend had always championed the rights of 

indigenous and non-western peoples, the strategy that he employed when establishing 

SIL was not conducive to non-western membership. In the face of mounting pressure to 

change his views on non-western membership in SIL, Townsend argued strongly against 

large numbers of nationals joining SIL as members, for he believed that doing so would 

undermine the strategies he had developed in the 1930s. This study is an attempt to 

understand the development of Townsend’s views on nationals and their role in SIL. 

Background to the Study 

When Cameron Townsend was born into a poor farming family in the small 

desert town of Eastvale, California, few would have guessed that, from these inauspicious 

roots, he would one day become one of the twentieth century’s foremost evangelical 

mission leaders. Graduating from high school in 1914, Townsend headed off to 
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Occidental College in Pasadena, California, where he studied to be a preacher. This was 

to be a short-lived ambition; in his sophomore year, he read a biography of Hudson 

Taylor, founder of the China Inland Mission. Later that same year, he heard John R. Mott 

speak and likely heard the Student Volunteer Movement’s watchword: “The 

Evangelization of the World in this Generation.” Mott’s words must have found their 

target in Townsend – he dropped out of college and sailed for Guatemala as a colporteur 

with the Bible House of Los Angeles in 1917. Townsend had taken the first step towards 

the founding of the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) and, later, the Wycliffe Bible 

Translators (WBT), which, as sister organizations with an overlapping membership, grew 

to be one of the largest evangelical missions of the twentieth century. 

Townsend, affectionately referred to by SIL and WBT members as “Uncle Cam,” 

developed both a deep empathy for the Indians of Latin America and a passion for Bible 

translation early in his missionary career. During his colportage ministry, Townsend 

discovered that the indigenous Indian population of Guatemala was isolated by the extant 

social hierarchy and by language, for they were generally not fluent in Spanish, if they 

spoke it at all. Reaching the Indians with the gospel via their mother tongue was also 

complicated by the prevailing missions’ policy of evangelizing in Spanish only. The 

outcome of this policy was that the Indians were rarely presented with an evangelical 

form of the gospel message in a way that they could understand and to which they could 

potentially respond. Cameron Townsend considered the Indians’ social and linguistic 

isolation as a missiological problem to be solved primarily through Bible translation. 

Coupled with the desire for the “evangelization of the world in this generation,” he was 
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driven to confront the “Indian problem” with all the resources at his command. Solving 

this problem would become a central feature of Townsend’s mission, and his being 

driven along by a pioneering spirit would be the impetus for the formation of the Summer 

Institute of Linguistics. 

In 1919, Townsend left the Los Angeles Bible House and joined the Central 

American Mission (CAM). While serving under the auspices of CAM, Townsend began 

to translate the New Testament into the Cakchiquel language in spite of official reticence 

concerning the project by the CAM leadership. Throughout the 1920s, Townsend and a 

few Cakchiquel Indians translated the New Testament into Cakchiquel. During this 

period, we find bilingual Cakchiquel Indians working with Townsend and under his 

direction, but we also find that they were drafting large portions of the Cakchiquel New 

Testament in Townsend’s absence. Working from the Spanish New Testament, these 

Indians produced working drafts of whole sections of the New Testament in Cakchiquel. 

Thus, while Townsend’s busy schedule often took him away from translating, the Indians 

working independently kept the translation going. This is a clear case of very significant 

national involvement in Bible translation. 

In the 1930s, Townsend founded SIL (WBT would not come into existence until 

1942). He structured the organization to facilitate the favorable reception of North 

American SIL members in an anticlerical Mexico as linguist-translators, not missionaries. 

SIL members did not represent denominations and would not plant organized churches; 

thus, they were not missionaries in the conventional sense. During this same time, the 

Mexican government was in the process of building up a bilingual education program and 
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needed the help of linguists to develop the program. As for Townsend, he wanted to 

undertake Bible translation for Mexico’s Indians. Thus, Townsend married his goal of 

Bible translation and Mexico’s need for linguists with an approach to missions that he 

labeled as “non-sectarian.” This meant that SIL would not be a mission per se but would 

simply be a scientific organization that carried out linguistic analysis and language 

development as an integral part of Bible translation. The linguistic scholarship produced 

by SIL would be freely shared with the Mexican government. This approach allowed 

Mexican officials to welcome SIL into Mexico to help with its bilingual education 

program since SIL was not a church-related organization; hence, the Mexican 

government could openly permit SIL to engage in Bible translation under the official 

guise of linguistics. This unlikely association was of mutual convenience, allowing both 

SIL and the Mexican government to achieve their respective goals. 

As Townsend understood it, such an arrangement in no way interfered with the 

spreading of the Gospel. That the non-sectarian policy effectively precluded preaching 

and open evangelization did not deter Townsend, for he came to see Bible translation 

itself as a form of evangelization. This singular focus on Bible translation, according to 

Townsend, could actually speed the “evangelization of the world in this generation” since 

SIL would not be burdened with cumbersome ecclesiastical duties and responsibilities. 

Townsend had yoked his evangelical urgency to his non-sectarian policy, thereby 

creating a completely new approach to mission. 

Next, to maintain SIL’s non-sectarian status, Townsend dichotomized the roles of 

nationals and expatriate SIL members. As he saw it, SIL members were to facilitate the 
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completion of a New Testament translation, win some converts (he thought ten would be 

enough), teach some of the Indians to read the Bible, and then leave the tribe. As for the 

Indians, they would help with the translation and thereafter work out their own 

ecclesiology and undertake their own indigenous evangelistic and literacy work. In 

Townsend’s view, the roles of expatriates and Indians were not to be mixed, at least not 

in SIL. Thus, Townsend’s adaptations had the effect of restricting the potential for 

nationals to join SIL and for SIL members to engage in local ecclesiastical affairs. 

Townsend had solved his missiological problem in the most pragmatic fashion he 

could conceive of based upon the circumstances that confronted him in the Mexican 

context of the early 1930s. He came to consider this a God-given structure and it was not 

to be tampered with – it was a once and for all proposition. Thus, in the 1970s, when 

some organizational leaders began to suggest broadening SIL membership to include 

nationals, Townsend balked. He remained adamant that the structure he set in place in the 

1930s was still adequate. He decried efforts to turn responsibility for Bible translation 

over to the nationals and opposed bringing them into SIL in large numbers. 

In light of his evident empathy and high esteem for the nationals, that Townsend 

later argued against their joining SIL on an equal basis with North American and other 

western expatriate missionaries is perplexing. It is my contention that this paradox is only 

apparent, not real, and can be resolved by tracing the development of his thought and 

practice of mission from his first arrival on the field in Guatemala in 1917 to his 

establishing SIL in Mexico in the 1930s. Only by setting the issue of national 

involvement within the broader context of Townsend’s missionary experience, his views 
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on development, ecclesiology, eschatology, and science, and by taking his pragmatic 

activism into account, can we come to understand why he later wanted to include no 

more than a handful of nationals in SIL as members. Conversely, uncritical examination 

of Townsend’s views in isolation from his broader missiology can easily lead to the 

assumption that he was perhaps a racist or a cultural imperialist, which I contend is not 

the case. Thus, I take a historical perspective describing Townsend’s approach to mission 

and Bible translation in order to shed light on the issue of nationals vis-à-vis SIL as 

Townsend understood it from his experience and point of view.  

Townsend’s line of reasoning for wanting to limit all but a very small number of 

nationals from joining SIL was due to no fewer than four main factors. First was his view 

that nationals, including indigenous and minority peoples, should be ecclesiastically 

independent and should have their own separate churches, which were not under the 

authority of the missionary. Related to this, Townsend also considered SIL a “foreign” 

organization that should not involve itself in local ecclesiastical affairs. This meant, in his 

mind anyway, that large groups of nationals should not be members of SIL, for this could 

have the effect of violating the principle of ecclesiastical independence. On this same 

point, Townsend was also trying to avoid imperialism and paternalism by keeping 

nationals from becoming fully integrated into SIL since he thought that the nationals, 

who would be a minority in SIL, would come to be treated paternalistically within the 

predominantly expatriate organization. Thus, Townsend argued, the nationals should 

establish their own national Bible translation organizations that would be independent of 

the “foreign” SIL. Townsend also believed that for SIL to have nationals as members 
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would violate his policy of non-sectarianism. In his mind, there was a close link between 

this policy, ecclesiastical independence, and national membership in SIL. Therefore, he 

thought that having large numbers of nationals join SIL would jeopardize SIL’s ability to 

remain in anticlerical contexts.  

Second was Townsend’s conviction that the new science of linguistics could 

advance Bible translation leading him to establish Camp Wycliffe to train North 

American missionaries as linguists. By doing so, his linguistic training efforts became 

situated in North America where a large number of potential candidates with at least a 

secondary education, if not some Bible college or even seminary training, were already 

located. This simply reflects Townsend’s pragmatism and his realistic view of who could 

be rapidly trained in large enough numbers to achieve his goals. That Camp Wycliffe and 

its successor institutions became the vehicles for inducting new members into SIL raised 

the bar for entry into the organization. Candidates had to not only raise their own 

financial support, but also successfully complete a course of rigorous linguistic studies to 

become a member of SIL. Up to the early 1970s, this training could only be acquired in 

North America, making it difficult for non-North Americans to access these institutions.  

Third was his assumption that Christians in the West had a special responsibility 

to Christianize and uplift non-western peoples. Therefore, Townsend thought that turning 

the work of Bible translation over to the nationals would lead to North Americans 

shirking their duty to undertake Bible translation for the indigenous peoples. This belief, 

in part, kept Townsend primarily focused upon recruiting and training North Americans 

instead of nationals. 
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Fourth was Townsend’s sense of evangelical urgency born out of an eschatology 

that was rooted in premillennial dispensationalism. The urgency engendered by this 

theological view, coupled with his natural desire for pioneer missionary work, led him to 

press for rapid advancement of the work. He did not want SIL to remain in any one place 

too long. This tended to militate against taking on national members since they would not 

likely leave their local contexts when SIL moved on. Moreover, Townsend also thought 

that involving SIL in ecclesiastical affairs would slow down the process of Bible 

translation since SIL could become bogged down in local church affairs. 

Taken together, these views and assumptions led Townsend to organize SIL along 

lines that stressed completing the task of Bible translation, protecting the independence of 

the indigenous church, and emphasizing cooperating with governments over 

considerations of how the nationals might fit into the organization. Hence, there is a 

complex set of interlocking issues that frame Townsend’s outlook on nationals in SIL, 

making it obligatory to chronicle the historical development of his thought and practice 

of mission and Bible translation with respect to the national issue. This approach, I 

believe, will reveal that Townsend was truly empathetic towards nationals and that he 

always had their welfare, at least as he conceived it, at the center of his vision. 

Furthermore, it will also reveal that his thinking on strategy reified after his successful 

establishment of SIL in Mexico. The very success of his approach and his understanding 

that God led him to it conditioned him to imbue the strategy with an aura of timelessness 

and to view challenges to it as attempts to challenge God’s will. For Townsend, to change 

the strategy would be to fail God and the people whom SIL sought to serve. 
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Overview of the Founding of SIL and WBT 

When Townsend arrived in Guatemala there was an informal comity agreement in 

place that divided the country amongst the Central American Mission, the Presbyterians, 

and the Friends. At the time, these missions focused on evangelization in Spanish and did 

little to reach the Indians via their mother tongues. However, some of the field 

missionaries were cognizant of the difficulties of reaching the Indians via Spanish. 

Therefore, in January of 1921, twelve missionaries of the Central American Mission and 

the Presbyterian Mission interested in furthering specific evangelistic work amongst the 

Indians in Guatemala met in Chichicastenango. “These missionaries agreed that neither 

the Central American Mission nor the Presbyterian board was providing adequate funds, 

personnel, or encouragement for Indian evangelism” (Dahlquist 27). Present at the 

meeting were Cameron Townsend and a former missionary to the American Indians in 

Oklahoma, Leonard Livingston Legters. Legters was destined to become the co-founder 

of the Summer Institute of Linguistics. By the end of the conference, the committee had 

founded a new organization, the Latin American Indian Mission (LAIM), to encourage 

and support Indian work and vernacular Bible translation in the Indian languages. The 

committee specifically encouraged Townsend to continue his work on the Cakchiquel 

translation already underway. While LAIM was short-lived due to lack of cohesive 

leadership, official Presbyterian and CAM reticence about having another organization, 

and differences of opinion as to the nature of the new organization, the vision for mother 

tongue Bible translation lived on in the participants, and it “was an important link in a 

chain. [. . .] It became the Indian Mission Committee of America in Philadelphia. This 
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organization in turn gave way to the Pioneer Mission Agency, which paved the way for 

the great work of the Summer Institute of Linguistics and the Wycliffe Bible Translators” 

(Dahlquist 44-71). Once SIL was established, it would be the Pioneer Mission Agency 

that sought funds in the U.S. and forwarded these funds to SIL on the field since SIL had 

no domestic organization to carry out stateside administrative functions until the 

founding of WBT in 1942. 

During the 1920s, Townsend steadily pursued the translation of the Cakchiquel 

New Testament in addition to his regular mission duties. In 1928, Townsend was 

suffering from tuberculosis and his wife Elvira was ill, so they returned to the U.S. with 

two Cakchiquel co-translators, Joe Chicol and Trindad Bac, to regain their health and 

finish the translation without field distractions. Completing the Cakchiquel New 

Testament in 1929, Townsend returned to Guatemala but not for long since he was 

already looking to pioneer in another tribe. In the early 1930s, two issues came to a head 

ending with Townsend’s resignation from CAM. First, was his ardent desire to focus 

exclusively on Indian work and to pioneer in unevangelised areas (Steven, Wycliffe 52-

53, 163-64, 221-22). Second, Townsend had developed a vision for using airplanes as a 

means to insert pioneer missionaries into remote jungle locations. He proposed that this 

concept could be marketed as the “Air Crusade to the Wild Tribes” (Steven, Wycliffe 179, 

195, 197-98, 209-12). The conservative leadership of CAM was not particularly 

interested in such a risky venture and suggested that Townsend settle down and 

consolidate his Cakchiquel work. Townsend was not interested in consolidation − he was 

itching to pioneer. Legters, believing that he had received assurance from God to enter an 
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essentially closed Mexico at the 1933 “Deeper Life” Keswick Conference, conveyed this 

assurance to Townsend triggering the latter’s resignation from CAM. The two set off to 

conduct a survey in Mexico, crossing the border on November 11, 1933 (Steven, Wycliffe  

233-49). 

     The Founding of the Summer Institute of Linguistics 

The political atmosphere in 1930s Mexico was decidedly anticlerical, and new 

missionaries were not being allowed into the country. For Townsend and Legters to think 

they would gain entry was an act of supreme faith or utter insanity depending upon one’s 

point of view. Undaunted, they proceeded to the border and were refused entry until 

Townsend presented a letter he had obtained while in Guatemala from Dr. Moisés Sáenz, 

Mexico’s Minster of Education. Townsend had previously met Sáenz in Guatemala, and 

Sáenz had been sufficiently impressed by Townsend’s Indian work to write him a letter 

of recommendation. Presenting the letter to the border authorities, they gained entry into 

Mexico, but Legters was barred from preaching, and Townsend was instructed to not 

undertake any Bible translation. The energetic Legters soon left in frustration over not 

being able to preach, but Townsend stayed on to conduct a survey of rural education in 

Mexico and wrote several articles praising the system (Hefley 77-81).3

Townsend left Mexico in February of 1934 with no assurance he would be able to 

return. That same year the first session of the summer linguistic training camp (Camp 

Wycliffe) was held. Forays were again made into Mexico, but no lasting work was 

established. During 1935, the anticlerical situation in Mexico began to ease slightly when 

President Lárzaro Cárdenas reshuffled his cabinet. Visas were then granted, allowing 
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Townsend and a group of his students to enter Mexico after the 1935 session of Camp 

Wycliffe, but only to engage in very limited linguistic research. Upon arrival, Townsend 

discovered that the Seventh Inter-American Scientific Congress was soon to convene. 

With one of his students in tow, he arrived at the conference and was reacquainted with 

Rafael Ramírez, the new Minister of Education whom he had met during his previous trip 

in 1933 (Wallis and Bennett 71-77). Ramírez introduced Townsend to the conference 

attendees saying, “This is Townsend. He has come to translate the Bible” (qtd. in Steven, 

Doorway 40). The door to Mexico was opening at last. What did Townsend envision for 

SIL in Mexico? 

We want to help by carrying out a thorough investigation of the Indian 

languages. In doing this, we want to serve our fellow-man in any way 

possible. I disagree with scientists who use people as laboratory specimens 

in their research but do nothing for their welfare. We wish to have a small 

part in the great work of your government in bringing the Indian peoples 

into the social and economic life of the nation. (qtd. in Hefley 89) 

Obviously, Townsend had in mind a very different kind of mission that would challenge 

prevailing concepts of mission among evangelicals. 

Townsend, his wife Elvira, and his niece Evelyn Griset, left Mexico City for 

Tetelcingo where they took up residence.4 As he did in Guatemala, Townsend got on 

well with the Indians, socializing, eating their foods, and trying to learn their language. 

Townsend also introduced a variety of new agricultural methods, plants, and vegetables. 

Living in a camper in the town square, the Townsends became a part of the village. 
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Eventually, word of Townsend’s work in Tetelcingo reached the president of Mexico via 

a report Townsend had sent to ambassador Josephus Daniels with a copy to Genaro 

Vásquez, the secretary of labor. Soon thereafter, President Cárdenas paid a visit to 

Tetelcingo to see for himself what this American was up to in this remote outpost. 

Cárdenas, a champion of Indian rights who acknowledged his own Indian roots, was 

impressed by what he saw (Wallis and Bennett 78-90). Townsend, ever the opportunist, 

pitched his vision to bring young missionary-linguists into Mexico to engage in literacy, 

education, and Bible translation. Cárdenas asked him: “Will they help the Indians in the 

practical way you are doing?” Townsend replied: “Certainly, Señor Presidente [. . .] We 

only want to follow the example of our Master who came not to be served, but to serve 

and to give His life for others” (qtd. in Hefley 94). 

The door to Mexico was now wide open. Supported financially with funds raised 

by the Pioneer Mission Agency in North America, missionary-linguists graduating from 

Camp Wycliffe would be sent to serve in Mexico. Needing an identity in Mexico, the 

name “Summer Institute of Linguistics”(SIL) was settled upon. Townsend commented on 

this organizational nomenclature saying, “the advantage of a name like Summer Institute 

is that it doesn’t sound too pretentious. [. . .] A suspicious country wouldn’t consider it a 

threat. And we do train during the summer” (qtd. in Hefley 96). This new “scientific” 

organization would attempt to live up to all its name implied while remaining faithful to 

its vision of Bible translation but it would not be easy! 

     Camp Wycliffe and Kenneth Pike 

Even before entering Mexico, Townsend had been desirous of upgrading the 
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Bible translation skills of missionaries. In 1933, Legters and Townsend agreed to 

cooperate in starting a linguistic training course for missionaries that would prepare them 

to learn Indian languages and undertake Bible translation. Their first training camp 

scheduled for 1934 got off to an inauspicious start with only two students in attendance. 

Located at an old, rundown farm (Happy Valley Farm) outside Siloam Springs, Arkansas, 

the teaching was divided between Townsend, Legters, and Joe Chicol. Subjects ranged 

from “Indian Distribution and Tribal History” to “Indian Orthography and Pronunciation” 

to “Indian Philology” (Hefley 83-84). In later years, the curriculum would become more 

sophisticated as the school and the science of linguistics matured. 

In 1935, attendance at Camp Wycliffe increased to five students. In this group 

was the future president of SIL, Kenneth L. Pike. “Brainy, but thin and nervous, he had 

been rejected twice on grounds of potential health problems by the China Inland 

Mission” (Hefley 86). Legters, finding the young Pike up a tree one day is reported to 

have muttered, “Oh Lord, couldn’t you have sent us someone better than this?” (qtd. in 

Steven, Doorway 17). Pike excelled in his studies that summer and proved the health 

question a moot point while serving in Mexico amongst the Mixtec people. The next 

session of Camp Wycliffe found Pike teaching. 

That SIL became a respected academic organization is due in large part to Ken 

Pike. Townsend perceptively understood Pike’s potential, and he encouraged Pike to 

write up his Mixtec language data and continued to push him towards further scholarly 

pursuits. In 1937, he had Pike attend a summer session of the Linguistic Society of 

America where the eminent linguist-anthropologist Edward Sapir was teaching. 

 15



 

Manuscript in hand, Pike made his first foray into linguistic academia. Having already 

read Sapir’s Language, as well as Leonard Bloomfield’s book of the same title, he was 

well prepared. Invigorated, Pike returned to his work on Mixtec and soon made his first 

original discovery, a methodology for analyzing tonal languages, a real breakthrough (E. 

Pike 38-76). 

Encouraged by Townsend and Professor Charles Fries of the University of 

Michigan, Pike studied for his doctorate. The idea was to flesh out the methodology on 

tone, but, during his studies, Pike had become interested in phonetics. His dissertation, 

Phonetics: A Critical Analysis of Phonetic Theory and a Technic for the Practical 

Description of Sounds ended up as the most complete description to date of the possible 

range of sounds produced by the human vocal apparatus and their segmental structure (K. 

Pike Phonetics). Pike brought his expertise to Camp Wycliffe and raised the standards to 

where it was eventually held as an accredited course in conjunction with the University of 

Oklahoma. By 1959, SIL could claim another eight members holding doctoral degrees in 

linguistics.  

     Into All the World 

What had begun as a vision for the Indians of Central America grew into a much 

larger vision to make mother tongue scriptures available to every language community in 

the world. In the process, SIL became a very different kind of mission. SIL set a 

precedent by working under government contracts as a scientific organization. Never 

hiding the fact that it did Bible translation, it was able to work in places that overtly 

evangelical missions could not. The aim, and claim, to be scientific, drove Townsend and 
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Pike to live up to that claim by turning SIL into a respected academic organization. 

Moreover, Townsend’s infatuation with science and technology eventually saw his dream 

of aviation in the service of mission come true when he established the Jungle Aviation 

and Radio Service (JAARS) in 1948. Indefatigable, Townsend saw to the establishment 

of SIL throughout South and Central America and through subordinates in Asia and 

Africa. Undeterred by age or by the Iron Curtain, he personally took the work to Russia 

in the 1970s (Townsend, They Found a Common Language and Steven, Finish the Task 

245, 255). 

Eventually, the Pioneer Mission Agency could not handle the number of new 

recruits and the administration they required. Thus, the Wycliffe Bible Translators 

(WBT) was established in 1942 as the stateside domestic fund-raising and recruiting 

organization that seconded personnel and funds to the non-sectarian SIL on the field 

(Steven, Doorway 143-152). While this dual organizational concept facilitated SIL’s 

entry into limited-access countries, many saw it as duplicitous, and it has engendered 

criticism from both evangelical supporters and secular critics. Despite criticism, SIL has 

“grown from a small, summer linguistics training program with two students in 1934 to 

an internationally recognized linguistic research organization with a staff of over 5,000.”5 

Townsend died in 1982, but his vision lives on, and, as of 2004, 611 New Testaments had 

been completed with another 1376 under way.6

William Svelmoe, in his dissertation on Cameron Townsend, wrote: “In many 

ways Townsend was the classic American evangelical entrepreneur, a combination of 

fierce piety with a burning evangelistic impulse, intuitive business sense, and instinctive 
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embrace of the gadgets of modern science, and a bend toward empire building” (455). 

This aptly describes Townsend. These characteristics, coupled with his early experiences 

in Guatemala, led him to establish a very different kind of mission organization that 

challenged the normal evangelical concept of mission. From its inception, SIL’s purpose 

was narrowly limited to Bible translation, linguistics, language development, and, when 

called for, small development projects to facilitate the former. As such, SIL found itself 

cooperating with governments, universities, and non-evangelicals such as Roman 

Catholics. Criticism ranged from Fundamentalists who could not bear such cooperation to 

anthropologists who painted SIL as a killer of culture and even an arm of the CIA.7 

Obviously, SIL differs significantly from other faith missions, which are overtly 

evangelistic and focus on church planting, evangelism, and Christian education. SIL’s 

narrow agenda has permitted focused scholarship on Bible translation and linguistics, 

which has allowed SIL access to otherwise closed countries. 

Sources 

The data for this study comes from the Cameron Townsend Archive (hereafter 

“TA”) in Waxhaw, North Carolina containing over 40,000 items amongst which are 

Townsend’s journal, letters, speeches, and policy statements. The archive also contains a 

large number of documents related to SIL and WBT. This body of data, supported by 

secondary sources, is used to reconstruct specific events from Townsend’s earliest 

missionary work in 1917 up to the late 1970s. The study also relies upon a number of 

informal interviews with senior SIL members of long standing who personally knew 

Townsend and who worked in Latin America. 
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Chapter Arrangement 

In recounting the development of Townsend’s thought on national involvement in 

SIL, I herein take a generally chronological approach, with each chapter focusing on 

specific aspects of Townsend’s missionary career. Chapter Two explores the roots of 

Townsend’s empathy for the indigenous Indians while also demonstrating that he 

concomitantly manifested a sense of civilizational superiority. A discussion of cultural 

imperialism will set Townsend within the framework of Enlightenment thought on the 

issue. Chapter Three follows Townsend into the Central American Mission, observing 

how his philosophy of mission developed, leading to his desire to see a separate Indian 

work and highlighting his views on development, education and indigenous ecclesiology. 

This chapter also examines Townsend’s Cakchiquel New Testament translation project 

and how he structured the translation team. Chapter Four recounts the establishment of 

Camp Wycliffe and SIL seeking to describe how SIL became a “scientific” and “non-

sectarian” organization. Chapter Five considers the underlying religious aspects of SIL 

and Townsend’s passion for pioneering, which provides the final link for bringing 

Townsend’s views on national involvement into focus in the same chapter. Chapter Six 

details Townsend’s response to calls for expanding the membership of SIL to include a 

larger number of national members in the 1970s. In the final chapter, I offer my 

conclusions. 
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CHAPTER II 

TOWNSEND’S EARLY YEARS IN GUATEMALA 

____________________________________________________ 

“It is apparent the Indian is Guatemala’s beast of burden. I was deeply saddened to see 
this and vowed to be more faithful than ever in telling those poor people about Him who 

said, ‘Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavily-laden,’”  
William Cameron Townsend, 1917. 

____________________________________________________ 
 

 
An enthralled young Cameron Townsend arrived in Guatemala on September 22, 

1917. The thrill of being on the field inspired him to take up enthusiastic journaling and 

letter writing in these first couple of years, thereby allowing the historian almost daily 

insight into his ministry as a colporteur and itinerate evangelist. We can also catch 

something of his activist bent from these letters and journal entries. “The opportunities 

down here are simply wonderful,” he wrote. “I could never settle down to a pastorate in 

the United States unless the Lord made it tremendously clear that He wanted me there. 

And I don’t anticipate that He will” (TA 00593). His ambition had found opportunity, 

and he was not to be deterred. For the next fifteen years, Townsend would remain in 

Guatemala struggling daily on behalf of the Cakchiquel Indians. 

It was during Cameron Townsend’s missionary service in Guatemala that his 

philosophy of mission and vision began to emerge, and it was where his attitude towards 

the indigenous peoples began to form. Reading Townsend’s journal, one is immediately 

struck by his empathy for the Indians who were abused and maltreated by the Spanish-

speaking ladinos. The Indians were held in contempt by the ladinos and often forced to 

work the ladino plantations for pitifully little pay as colonos (permanent residents of a 
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plantation) or journaleros (day laborers). The Indians were encouraged to go into debt 

peonage, thereby becoming inextricably bound to the finca (plantation) in a never-ending 

and futile attempt to make good their arrears (Woodward 174-75). Townsend’s 

compassion steadily grew for these impoverished Indians of Guatemala as he witnessed 

their daily struggle to survive. It is in Townsend’s sensitivity to the Indians’ predicament 

and his growing desire to help them that we discover the first spark that touched off the 

fire of his vision for an Indian-focused work. 

One of Townsend’s first introductions to the Latin American social hierarchy 

came about through the mundane process of making provisions to move his personal 

baggage. Just off the boat in October 1917, he went with a ladino pastor, Don José, to 

collect his baggage. Arriving at the station, Don José had an Indian carry the rather heavy 

luggage. Townsend later wrote of the morning’s events in his journal: “He [José] let an 

Indian carry the trunk and one case. It weighed two hundred pounds and the mozo [hired 

hand] scarcely made a hundred. I would much rather have carried part of it but it isn’t the 

custom here” (TA 00151). Later the same day, arrangements were made for overland 

transport of his gear. Townsend was expecting to arrange mule transport for his rather 

heavy load, but the seasoned Central American Mission (CAM) missionary Edward 

Bishop had other ideas, having already arranged for an Indian to shoulder the load rather 

than a mule. Townsend was uncomfortable with the idea but being new in the country 

took his cue from Bishop. Of this he later he recounted, “we [. . .] let the native worker 

carry the pack not to exceed one hundred pounds. It sounds cruel but he [Bishop] said 

that it would be the thing” (TA 00151 and TA 00152). These first down-to-earth 
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observations by Townsend of the treatment of the Indian by the ladinos and foreigners 

are only the beginning of many more to follow in the coming year and best summed up 

by this one: “With each plantation I visit, I am made painfully aware of the plight of the 

indentured Indian. I have found thousands of highland born Indian people who are now 

entrapped by the colono system. This system is virtual slavery” (qtd. in Steven, Wycliffe 

4). Furthermore, it should be noted, these comments were not just the transient views of 

an inexperienced youth. Townsend wrote to his parents in 1932 commenting on Indian 

education and ladino malice towards the Indians’ efforts in learning to read. “How it 

touches one’s heart,” Townsend said, “to see how anxious they are to learn to read and 

how little interest anyone takes in helping them and then you are filled with righteous 

indignation to see how successfully the enemies of their advancement of the Indians 

block the way of progress [sic]” (TA 01701). 

Displaying a responsive attitude, Townsend was genuinely open to learning from 

the nationals, whether ladino or Indian. “The believers down here take it as a matter of 

course that they are to speak to their neighbors of the gospel. I am going to learn a lot 

from them,” he recorded in his journal (TA 00165). On October 30,1917, he wrote: “Don 

Isidro, the native pastor here, accompanied me and so he was the spokesman. He is a fine 

worker and interested quite a number in the gospel. I learned quite a lot of good methods 

and had an opportunity to hear Spanish as she should be spoke” (TA 00174). A week 

later, Isidro took leave, and Townsend was accompanied by Manuel Marroquin, of whom 

he wrote: “I will work with him for the next few days. He is a prince of a fellow and a 

fine worker, and I am going to learn a lot from him” (TA 00181). Another exemplary 

 22



 

young Indian noted by Townsend was José Arroyo who was a recent convert to 

Protestantism. Townsend observed that Arroyo was “well versed in the Bible” and was a 

good “personal worker.”8 Not only was Townsend impressed by the young man, but he 

was ready to employ Arroyo full time in the work stating: “He is very anxious to devote 

his whole time to the work and only $7.50 a month would put him in the field as a 

colporteur and personal worker” (TA 00187). Less than a week later, he wrote of José 

and another associate he was traveling with: “They are beautiful Christians. Both are 

anxious to enter the active service as colporteur–evangelists [. . .]. One has only been a 

believer for three or four months, but as a personal worker I like him better than some of 

the old workers. He has patience, tact, and a love for the work” (TA 00191). During this 

period, Townsend’s journal reveals that he essentially considered his Indian colleagues as 

equals in the work, at least those that exhibited sufficient enthusiasm for evangelism and 

colportage. It was another Indian companion who would be instrumental in giving 

particular focus to Townsend’s unbounded energies. 

Francisco Díaz 

Townsend had a number of Indian colleagues accompany him on the trail, but it 

was a Cakchiquel Indian, Francisco “Frisco” Díaz, who caught the young Townsend’s 

attention as an exceptional worker. In October of 1917, Townsend was in San Antonio, 

Guatemala attending a Sunday chapel service. After the meeting, his newfound friend 

made a startling announcement. On October 28, Townsend wrote of the announcement: 

“Díaz has promised to give up farming his little hillside plot of ground and accompany 

me as my carrier and helper. He will, in all probability, become my mentor” (qtd. in 
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Steven, Trails 89-90). Díaz, thirty-five years old to Townsend’s twenty, did become 

something of a mentor, and it is hard to overestimate his influence on Townsend. On 4 

November, Townsend pressed Díaz about his promise of the week before: “I spoke to 

Francisco Díaz after the meeting this evening about accompanying me from January on 

to carry my equippage [sic] and assist in the work.” Townsend did not fail to add his 

appraisal of the Indian adding that, “He is bright and ambitious” (TA 00178 and TA 

00179). By November 11, Townsend had definitively settled upon Díaz as his long-term 

associate: “I decided that Francisco was the helper the Lord had picked out for me. [. . .] 

He will be a real companion for me as he is young, intelligent, ambitious, level-headed, 

humble, and a fine personal worker for the Lord” (TA 00184). The year Townsend spent 

walking the trails of Central America in the company of “Frisco” were formative for the 

young American missionary. Often isolated from the mission stations and veteran 

missionaries, the young and impressionable Townsend was educated less by missionaries 

in conventional missionary thought and praxis than by his Indian friend, guide, and 

mentor. 

Townsend and Díaz worked together as a team sharing the miseries of the trail. 

Their relationship was marked by true friendship and mutual respect. Townsend’s 

confidence in Díaz also meant that he had no qualms of sending him off independently so 

they could cover more territory in less time (TA 00389). As they traveled together, they 

engaged in joint decision-making since Townsend was not unilaterally organizing their 

logistics. When they decided to spend an additional week in Comayaguela, it was a 

decision taken together (TA 00517). Moreover, whenever Díaz’s efforts surpassed 
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Townsend’s, he never failed to acknowledge his Indian colleague’s performance with 

frequent journal entries such as this one: “Frisco sold more testaments than I did today” 

(TA 00524). Theirs was certainly an unusual union in a time when most missionaries 

held the Indians at arm’s length. 

Not everyone was quite so egalitarian as Townsend in dealing with the Indians. 

He often had to follow the prevailing social conventions when visiting plantations and 

Europeans by leaving Díaz outside while he dined inside their hosts’ homes. Ever 

conscious of his companion, though, he would ensure that Díaz had been taken care of: 

“After a friendly chat with the manager [. . .] I went out to see if they had given Francisco 

anything as I had asked. He received a small tortilla and a cup of coffee.” Townsend was 

not impressed with the hospitality provided to his friend adding this comment in his 

journal: “The Germans I met were very liberal with Americans but they certainly believe 

in keeping the natives in the condition of slaves” (TA 00212). 

By late 1918, after a year of working side-by-side, we can see that Díaz had 

thoroughly impressed Townsend who wrote: “In every way Frisco is an equal colleague 

in my ministry, and in every way he is a prize. He is such a special friend to me. He 

always serves me willingly and cheerfully. He frequently gives me the needed inspiration 

to continue on” (qtd. in Steven Trails, 197-8). It might appear from this quote that Díaz 

was in a less than egalitarian relationship with Townsend since the former was serving 

the latter. To some extent, this was true, but their relationship was one of true 

camaraderie even if Díaz was shouldering the load of carrying supplies. This was simply 

a matter of who could physically manage to carry the Bibles and tracts. In reading 
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Townsend’s journal, it is evident that he was not domineering over Díaz. Therefore, it 

would be a mistake to assume that Townsend and Díaz were not genuine friends. 

Townsend had achieved a remarkable level of egalitarianism with Díaz considering the 

social disparity between the two of them. 

Díaz was also instrumental in Townsend’s leaving his colportage work and 

joining CAM to be able to devote more time to the Cakchiquel people. On August 30, 

1918, Townsend wrote in his journal:  

A subject Frisco and I frequently discuss around the campfire and on the 

trails is the need of Frisco’s own people. [. . .] I have come to realize that 

it is imperative that this need be surmounted in this generation and the 

people be reached with the message of salvation. God has given me 

youthful vigor, faith and a challenge. Therefore, I have decided to devote 

my life to the evangelization of the Indian peoples. (qtd. in Steven , Trails 

200)  

Townsend never repudiated this pledge. He would spend the rest of his life pursuing this 

vision even with all the rigors that it entailed.  

Moreover, his echoing of the Student Volunteer Movement’s (SVM) watchword, 

“The Evangelization of the World in this Generation,” was no mere catch phrase for 

Townsend. He took it very seriously and it is one of the keys to understanding his 

philosophy of mission. Indeed, Townsend had joined the Student Volunteer Band while 

attending Occidental College and had signed the SVM “pledge” promising: “It is my 

purpose, if God permit, to become a foreign missionary” (qtd. in Svelmoe 27). William 
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Svelmoe, professor of history at St. Mary’s College in South Bend, Indiana, points out 

that, at first, Townsend was perhaps less than sure of his intentions and unable to clearly 

articulate his reason for joining the Student Volunteer Band (28). Nevertheless, the seed 

planted during his college years did bear fruit since Townsend went on to be a 

missionary, and eventually carried the SVM watchword into SIL where he was loudly 

trumpeting it well after the SVM itself had ceased to exist. In fact, Townsend would later 

call for the resurrection of the watchword. For instance, in the 1937 “Camp Wycliffe 

Chronicle” we find the following statement: “One thousand Bible translators are needed. 

Let us revive the slogan: ‘The world evangelized in this generation.’ It can be done” (TA 

44970).  

The watchword in its final and most popular form is attributed to Arthur T. 

Pierson (Wallstrom 66). According to Dana Robert, Professor of World Christianity and 

History of Mission at Boston University, writing of Pierson and the late nineteenth 

century: 

For A.T. Pierson and many of the student volunteers, the secret to the 

watchword’s urgency was its premillennial basis. As a committed 

premillennialist, Pierson believed that Jesus Christ would not return until 

the world had been evangelized. Yet, the signs of the times were such that 

it appeared that the Second Coming would be soon. Massive arms 

buildups, anarchism, and the opening of the world to Christianity indicated 

the imminence of a world cataclysm. Seemingly the only thing standing in 

the way of Christ’s return was that not every person in the world had heard 
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the Good News and had chosen whether to accept or reject it. (37) 

This particular eschatological view was shared by Townsend, and the SVM watchword 

continued to reverberate throughout his rhetoric and early SIL literature as will become 

abundantly clear in later chapters of this study. 

Townsend would couple this eschatological vision with an already evident 

passion for pioneering that would eventually extend around the world. In May of 1918, 

he wrote to his family that, “I hear there are some real wild savages somewhere in 

Honduras. I hope to be able to find them” (TA 00598). Then, to his brother Paul in July: 

“I sometimes wonder if He may not want you in Russia. To my mind it is the most needy 

and neglected field in the world” (TA 00591). Townsend’s heart for evangelization 

linked with pioneering − pressing towards the completion of the “Great Commission” − 

provided the principal impulse that propelled Townsend towards founding SIL. 

Evangelization and winning the Indian to Christ through the mother tongue stood at the 

center of his vision. Certainly, as Svelmoe has pointed out, only Townsend’s desire to 

improve the lot of the Indian came a close second, (sometimes a very close second), to 

evangelization (148-80). That this is so is attributable to the fact that, in Townsend’s 

view, once converted the Indians would remain sober, economize, and desire education, 

all of which would eventually lift them out of ignorance and poverty. Nevertheless, all 

else was subordinate to this primary vision of evangelization and “in this generation.” 

Laments and Frustrations 

Despite all the positive comments made by Townsend about Frisco and other 

Indian colleagues, he was not blind to cross-cultural difficulties nor remiss in recounting 
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his more negative observations. As early as 13 December 1917, Townsend wrote in his 

journal of the practicalities of supervising the Indians: “They say that a missionary’s 

troubles double with every native worker he takes under his charge. If I have three as Mr. 

Bishop suggests, I’ll sure have to do some pretty heavy leaning” (TA 00208). While he 

was not often given to vocalizing these difficulties directly, Townsend gives us some 

hints as to the stresses of supervision he was encountering when writing to his family in 

March of 1918: “The native helpers are a great responsibility but I’m learning lots of 

things” (TA 00604). Then, in June, he was a bit more direct in another letter to his 

family: “Francisco’s wife is getting along fairly well although I’ve had quite a time 

keeping everybody satisfied” (TA 00610). While he kept a tight rein on most of his 

frustrations, in early 1918, Townsend let go with his true feelings on the nationals’ lack 

of mechanical aptitude:  

Before breakfast, I used a little ingenuity to fix the corn sheller. These 

people can learn to operate machines, but haven’t the ingenuity of a ten 

year old American in fixing them. Neither do they know how to take care 

of them. Don Cipriano wanted me to fix his watch which hadn’t run for 

some time. I tighten up some screws and it went right off. (TA 00369) 

In this same vein, he even went so far as to infer that the Indians’ lack of ingenuity might 

equate with simple laziness: “People live out of doors so much down here that they don’t 

feel the necessity, or else they are too lazy, for they don’t bother putting many windows 

in their houses” (TA 00440). Conversely, as with Frisco, he was not bashful in lauding 

ambition where and when he found it, such as he noted in an American man’s wife who 
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was a Guatemalan Indian: “His wife, though a native, is a hustler and quite attractive. 

Everything clean as it should be” (TA 00386).  

By late 1919, even his stalwart friend Díaz was the target of Townsend’s 

frustration over what he perceived as Díaz’s occasional lassitude. He wrote to his parents 

on December 8, 1919, expressing his disappointment that Díaz wanted to work his own 

small plot of land: “Francisco isn’t coming out at all well. He lets a half acre of ground 

keep him out of the work. Pray for him. He means well but the devil gets him on this land 

question every time” (TA 00621). Townsend must have done some “heavy leaning” 

because, in his next letter to his family of December 15, he wrote: “I’m glad to say that 

Francisco is coming along better. He has promised to take up the pastorate of the large 

Patsum congregation of Indians” (TA 00620). Díaz’s service to this church would be 

short-lived, for, having just taken up the pastorate, he died in February of 1920, 

apparently of malaria. 

Beyond Cultural Imperialism 

How are we to understand this kind of paradoxical thought and action displayed 

by Townsend where he expressed both Christian humility and apparent cultural 

arrogance? Hagiographers accentuate the missionaries’ benevolence while critics of 

mission underscore their cultural arrogance. Thus, while the missionary takes on a saintly 

hue in the hagiography, the critics give the impression that the missionaries were simply 

“cultural imperialists.” This latter point of view is not hard to understand when one 

attempts to find missionary motivation rendered into action free of influence from the 

extant social environment. According to the eminent South African missiologist David 
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Bosch, despite a real Christian motive to love and serve other peoples, “feelings of 

spiritual superiority among western missionaries and an attitude of condescending 

benevolence to Christians from other cultures” prevailed into the twentieth century (290). 

This is true of Townsend as his journal and letters testify. What explanations have been 

offered by scholars of missions for this kind of dichotomy that might shed light on 

Townsend’s worldview? 

Brian Stanley, Director of the Henry Martyn Centre at Cambridge, finds the 

historical basis for “the disjunction between ‘rational’ European and  ‘irrational’ 

‘savage’” in the medieval idea of the superiority of Christianity vis-à-vis Islam. However, 

in the wake of the Enlightenment there was, according to Stanley, “[an] increasing 

tendency to assert the intrinsic unity and equality of all humanity and to explain the 

manifest differences between ‘primitive’ and ‘civilized’ peoples in terms of the impact of 

environment” (Christian Missions 11). Thus, all peoples were located along a continuum 

from “heathen” − or uncivilized − to “civilized” and no race inherently inferior to any 

other. According to Stanley, the missionaries, steeped in Enlightenment rationalism, 

came to presume that their high civilization was simply an outcome of Christianity and 

western education. Christianity and education, yoked together, would therefore do the 

heavy lifting of elevating the “heathen.” Hence, the missionaries believed that if they 

carried their religion and academic arts into the non-western world, these would begin to 

nudge all other cultures towards an equal basis with presently “civilized” nations and 

peoples (Christianity and Civilization 170-73). The net effect of this, said Bosch, was that 

the “missionaries regarded as brothers and sisters the people to whom they felt God was 
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sending them” while, at the same time, they deemed it necessary to engage in 

humanitarian efforts to bring the “light” of the Enlightenment to their brethren who were 

abiding in darkness (286). There was the expectation that all peoples would move 

towards western-like values. Missionaries might have operated on an egalitarian view of 

“individuals,” but their value system implied a hierarchical view of “civilization.” All 

people were created equal and salvation equally available to all, but the gates to 

“civilization” only opened in one direction. Hence, the missionaries’ motive “manifested 

itself [. . .] in a curious mixture of both an optimistic and a pessimistic view of humans” 

(Bosch 288). 

Simply put, the idea of progress led many missionaries to aim for the 

“improvement” of non-western peoples. The missionaries believed they were duty bound 

to demonstrate their Christian faith in this fashion according to Bosch and Stanley. Taken 

this way, it would be erroneous to read outright racism or deliberate cultural imperialism 

back into all missionary discourses. It is important to remain aware of this tension 

between the concept of human equality and the Christian missionaries’ moral imperative 

to ensure that the concept became a reality. Therefore, even though the missionaries’ 

essential motivation was certainly sotereological, charitable, and biblically derived, that 

motivation was inextricably bound up with a civilizing mission acquired by uncritical 

absorption of Enlightenment thought. Christian affections could not wholly trump the 

extant epistemological paradigm resulting in an admixture of charity and paternalism that 

became a central feature of modern missions. Once again, it is not difficult to see why 

critics would come to see the missionaries as “cultural imperialists.” 
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Ryan Dunch, associate professor of history at the University of Alberta, has 

explored this subject and concluded that the modern missionary enterprise is not 

reducible to mere “cultural imperialism.” According to Dunch, in his article “Beyond 

Cultural Imperialism: Culture Theory, Christian Missions, and Global Modernity,” the 

term “cultural imperialism” derives from a critical response to western dominance, but he 

cautions that it must not be assumed as a “reality” but rather as a “concept” (301). Dunch 

concludes that the term lacks utility because, “it reduces a complex set of interactions to a 

dichotomy between actor and acted upon, and skews our gaze too much towards looking 

for subjugation, collaboration, or resistance.” He implores the historian to refrain from 

premature assumptions regarding missionary hegemony. As Dunch points out, the 

influences and biases could, and did, run in both directions; as such, his warning reminds 

us that precipitate attribution of hegemonic or imperialistic designs to the western 

missionaries does little to further understanding of what really occurred in these 

interactions (318).  

Virginia Garrard-Burnett, senior lecturer in the Institute of Latin American 

Studies at the University of Texas at Austin, in her Protestantism in Guatemala, also 

came to the same conclusion during her study. Her original working hypothesis was that 

“missionaries had come to Guatemala, perhaps with the support or at least tacit approval 

of the U.S. government to convert and ‘civilize’ along specifically North American lines 

as part of a larger expansion of our nation’s political and economic hegemony in 

Northern Latin America.” But she realized that this failed to address the issue of agency 

and that the Guatemalans were not simply “empty vessels.” She concluded that “the 
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missionary movement does not seem to fall within any grand hegemonic conspiracy [. . 

.].” Although, Garrard-Burnett maintains that: “It is true that North American 

missionaries to Guatemala at the turn of the last century did indeed envision themselves 

as part of something larger than themselves, and that vision was as much embedded in the 

solidly secular norms of U.S. culture as it was in Protestant spirituality.” In the final 

analysis, she sums up by stating that, “the record shows clearly that the early missionaries 

in Guatemala considered themselves not to be political emissaries but agents of Jesus 

Christ” (x-xi). 

American evangelical missionaries of this era are often viewed simply as cultural 

imperialists, but this obscures an important feature of their thought; they were not 

necessarily out to “colonize” but to share the gifts of Christianity and a better way of life 

or “civilization,” − at least as they understood it. In the present, Christianity offered 

social uplift and in the future eternal life. To withhold either would have been a violation 

of their faith and religion, which called them to relieve the burden of the poor and to 

share their knowledge of eternal life. Thus, it is imperative to keep in view the 

fundamental reality of the missionaries’ own central motivation as derived from the 

Christian scriptures. To dismiss this is reductionistic and renders impotent the historical 

dynamism produced by missionary engagement with the Christian scriptures and the 

outworking thereof in the world of action.  

Chapter Summary 

Cameron Townsend cuts an interesting figure at this early point in his missionary 

career. He brought with him to Central America not only the Bible, but also a belief in 
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the supremacy of western civilization’s educational, political, and economic arts. This 

duality where religious egalitarianism occupied a different cognitive space than did 

civilizational inequality, that is a sacred-secular divide, remained a permanent feature of 

Townsend’s thought and philosophy of mission. In many ways, the young Townsend was 

a classical evangelical missionary cast in the Enlightenment mold. Despite his 

sympathetic attitude towards the Indians, we still find those seemingly incongruous twin 

features of modern missionary thought where a sense of human equality was conjoined 

with an innate sense of civilizational superiority. These impulses were significantly 

moderated by his early field experiences, especially by his close friendship with 

Francisco Díaz. Had Townsend not walked the trails evangelizing with Díaz and 

remained instead within the confines of more typical missionary service, it is possible 

that he might not have identified the Indian as needing particular focus. That Townsend 

did begin as he did likely checked his underlying sense of civilizational superiority and 

allowed him to clearly see the need for reaching the Indians via their mother tongue. 

Furthermore, his openness and sympathetic attitude allowed him to ally himself with 

Díaz in a most egalitarian fashion thereby accommodating a significant level of national 

involvement in his missionary paradigm.  

Throughout his life, Townsend’s view of the world would continue to reflect a 

center-periphery conceptual framework of missions where the “Christian” center had an 

obligation to evangelize and enlighten those on the “mission field” or periphery. 

However, as will be evident, Townsend remained the friend of the forgotten and 

dispossessed. He would always attempt to avoid any attitude of paternalism when helping 
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the people he sought to serve. He might have had an implicit sense of civilizational 

superiority, but he certainly worked to keep it from becoming explicit. Nevertheless, he 

would continue to hold western technological competence in high esteem seeing it as a 

God-given means to further the evangelization of the world. He would not be at all 

reluctant to employ “means” – of a technical sort − if and when it would carry his vision 

for the evangelization of Latin America’s Indians forward. We can catch a glimpse of 

where he was headed by recalling his views on the nationals’ lack of facility with 

technology and need for enlightenment. Eventually, his desire for the “evangelization of 

the world in this generation” would drive him to build an organization based upon 

technology and highly trained expatriates that would effectively keep nationals at arms 

length from the organizational structure. 

Clearly, the central driving force behind Townsend’s activism was his 

evangelistic zeal. Initially, he had joined the Student Volunteer Band without being able 

to articulate why and later went to Guatemala on something of a whim. This does not 

reflect a fervor to win souls as much as a desire for action. However, once on the field, 

Townsend became impassioned for winning converts; he had found something that 

resonated deep within him. He had found his life’s work and poured himself into that 

work. From that point forward, his activities grew out of his pragmatic approach to 

evangelization, and, to a slightly lesser extent, his desire to uplift the indigenous peoples. 

When confronted with obstacles, Townsend would not temporize. Rather, he plodded, 

planned, and acted. Thus, we will see how his nascent vision for evangelization of the 

Indians grew to exceed the less-ambitious vision of those around him. His promise to 
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“Frisco” to “devote [his] life to the evangelization of the Indian peoples” was only the 

beginning. 
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CHAPTER III 

TOWNSEND WITH THE CENTRAL AMERICAN MISSION 

____________________________________________________ 

“Everything worthwhile costs, and reaching the Indians with the gospel is costing, but it 
must be done,” William Cameron Townsend, 1925. 

____________________________________________________ 
 
 

The death of Francisco Díaz in 1920 coincides with a transitional period in 

Townsend’s missionary career. Having become acutely aware of the Indians’ isolation by 

language and social discrimination, he had determined to give his missionary focus and 

efforts to the Indians. This would not be easy, for he was now a missionary with the 

Central American Mission (CAM), and the prevailing CAM policy was to evangelize in 

Spanish (Martin 36, 50). Townsend believed such efforts via Spanish were essentially 

futile, asserting that it could only be through the Indians’ tribal languages that they would 

be effectively evangelized, educated, and then integrated into national life on equitable 

terms. Having identified a missiological “problem,” one he thought worthy of his utmost 

efforts, Townsend took a two-pronged approach to solving it. On the one hand were his 

efforts in educating Indian evangelists and on the other Bible translation into the mother 

tongue. In time, he also concluded that the Indian congregations should be free from 

missionary control and separated from the ladino congregations. This chapter examines 

Townsend’s efforts in education and development, his desire for separate Indian 

congregations, and his translation of the Cakchiquel New Testament. 

Respectively, each of these areas reflects aspects of Townsend’s philosophy of 

mission that bear upon how he would come to characterize national involvement in Bible 
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translation. By dichotomizing the roles of the missionary and the indigenous evangelist, 

he set the stage for a two-tiered approach to structuring Bible translation in SIL. 

Townsend would eventually cast the expatriate Bible translators in the role of pioneers 

who would move on after the completion of the New Testament whereas the indigenous 

nationals were to remain in their local contexts as evangelists – not Bible translators. 

Hence, Townsend would come to believe that nationals need not be trained in Bible 

translation nor join SIL, since the expatriates and nationals would part ways after a period 

of cooperation. Moreover, as Townsend’s views on indigenous independence developed, 

he would insist that the missionary remain at arm’s length from involvement in local 

church affairs. Furthermore, Townsend’s aim to help the Indians integrate into the affairs 

of the nation would be a significant contributing factor in how he structured SIL in 

Mexico. Thus, his views on ecclesiology coupled with his views on development both 

played a part in the nature of SIL as it developed. Therefore, Townsend’s thought and 

practice of missions during his years with CAM and during his work on the Cakchiquel 

translation served as a formative basis for his later ventures and his stance on national 

involvement. 

Education and Development 

It is imperative to understand Townsend’s early views on education and 

development, for it is here that we will discover important features of Townsend’s 

philosophy of mission that will later facilitate his entry into Mexico. In September of 

1917, Townsend succinctly put forth his views on developing nations, specifically 

referring to the Mexican context in his journal: 

 39



 

This brings me to one of the problems of developing this country. A stable 

and enlightened government is needed. Mexico has been terribly ravished 

by revolution and it yet remains to be seen whether she can right herself. 

She is trying to do it without the aide of foreign capital, but I doubt that 

she will meet with success. Labor is plentiful. She needs capital and brains 

of an energetic kind. [. . .] I think that Mexico will have to call in the 

foreigner upon some equitable plan [emphasis in the original]. (TA 00146 

and 00147) 

Townsend would maintain this view of the need for development at the nation-state level 

and would come to set his views on indigenous development within this framework, 

seeking to raise the Indians to the plane of equality with their fellow inhabitants. For 

Townsend, enlightenment and uplift aimed for eventual integration of indigenous peoples 

into the life of the nation-state, not for indigenous development in permanent isolation. 

Townsend also elaborated his views on development with respect to indigenous 

peoples in a 1936 novel based upon his experiences in Guatemala. In Tolo: The 

Volcano’s Son, Townsend had the narrator criticize “the ruling classes in Guatemala,” for 

they had seen “only a harmless source of brute energy in the illiterate, poverty-stricken 

mass of Indians beneath their feet” whereas the “[Bible] translator [. . .] saw promise.9 

Promise if someone took the trouble to mine the hidden diamonds and polish them. He 

[the translator] had seen the influence of the Gospel and education coax genius from that 

mass.” Townsend, as narrator, then went on to ask: “Who would help these serfs 

contribute to national wealth? Who would turn them into educated citizens, lifting high 
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the promise of progress?” This short selection of his novel captures in microcosm 

Townsend’s philosophy of development. That is, Christianity coupled with education 

would set the Indians upon the road to full citizenship in their nation (Townsend, Tolo 

84).  

From very early in his career, Townsend continued to express the opinion that 

Christianity and education were the twin keys to improving the Indians’ lamentable 

situation. Comments such as this one are typical of his first year: “They [the Indians] 

need educating awfully bad and especially the women along sanitary lines and health in 

general” (TA 00169). Townsend believed that with some education the Indians’ innate 

abilities, such as he had observed in Díaz, would emerge. In a July 7, 1918, letter to his 

brother Paul, Townsend wrote: “I think I have spoken several times of wanting to take up 

school work among the Indians near Antigua. The desire grows on me every day. They 

are a virile race and only need Christianity and some education to become a strong factor 

in these countries. I may be overestimating their capacities but I think not” (TA 00591). 

However, even if education could not be had, Christianity alone would set the process in 

motion. Townsend articulated his views on the matter stating: 

Although real ambition generally lies latent and undetectable beneath the 

miserable mien of the average descendent of the formerly great Maya race, 

so little is being done to quicken it and so very, very much to drown it in 

hopelessness that many a cycle will pass before the Indians as a people 

will become literate. In the meantime, the Gospel will continue to triumph 

even over this obstacle and will prove itself a most powerful force in 
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counteracting Indian inertia and putting the race in motion in the march of 

progress. (TA 946120) 

During this period, Townsend was effectively expressing his own form of 

indigenismo ideology, which was “an autochthonous Latin American body of theory that 

blamed contradictions of national development on the presence of a large Indian 

population” (Garrard-Burnett 47). The objective of indigenismo, according to Magnus 

Mörner, was to integrate the Indians into the broader national social structure while yet 

preserving the Indians’ cultural distinctives. Thus, indigenismo was naturally 

contradictory in that it at once sought both integration and separation. As such, the 

indigenistas  “walk[ed] a tightrope between the ‘colonialist’ ideal of preserving the 

Indian through isolation and special protection, and imposed assimilation” (Mörner 199). 

Townsend took a pragmatic approach to this contradiction. He simply wanted, first of all, 

to free the Indian from superstition, vice, and degradation by conversion to Protestant 

Christianity, by education, and by temporary isolation from the ladino population. 

Townsend thought that, once the Indians had achieved equilibrium upon this new plane, 

they could then begin to take up their rightful place in national politics, economics, and 

society. Townsend’s ideology closely reflects that of Mexico’s Manuel Gamio, writer, 

anthropologist, under secretary of education, and exponent of indigenismo as well as a 

benefactor of SIL in Mexico (Hartch 86-88). Gamio referred to the Indians as the “poor 

and suffering race” and claimed that “you [the Indians] will not awaken spontaneously. It 

will be necessary for friendly hearts to work for your redemption.” (qtd. in Knight 77). 

Townsend was ready to work for their redemption − redemption of their souls and 
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redemption from their social dilemma. 

Having acquired a profound appreciation for the Indians, Townsend came to 

believe in them and thought he saw in them great potential. For Townsend, the means to 

their overcoming repression was the inculcation of Christian and, of course, western 

values via education in their own language. Once started upon this road, they would, so 

he presumed, be able to pull themselves out of poverty and take their rightful place in 

national affairs. Hence, confronted with a people who were experiencing repression and 

suffering from low self-esteem, Townsend’s aim was to help the Indians overcome these 

difficulties, putting them on equal footing with the ladinos. Progress and uplift were the 

ideals of Townsend in this domain of secular development and, as such, on this plane, 

Townsend remained firmly within the Enlightenment framework of civilizational 

disparity. 

While Townsend saw education as a means for the Indians to take up their rightful 

place in the nation’s affairs, it was training for evangelization that was foremost in his 

mind. According to Svelmoe, “Two of Townsend’s efforts on behalf of the Indians stand 

out above even the grammar schools, orphanage, clinics, coffee cooperative, evangelistic 

work, and church planting. [. . .] They are the Robinson Bible Institute (RBI) and his 

translation into Cakchiquel of the New Testament” (381). Townsend repeatedly promoted 

the idea that a school to train the Indians for evangelistic work was the key to reaching 

beyond the limited capacity of the missionaries. “The big need now is a Bible Training 

School for Indian workers,” he wrote in May of 1921 (TA 00775). Again, in June, he 

related, “I’m feeling more and more the call to devote more attention to the development 
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of native workers. [. . .] I would like to see a Bible School for Indian workers running two 

weeks every month while the rest of the month would be spent in evangelization” (TA 

00757). Townsend’s unrelenting drive to see this idea become reality resulted in the 

establishment of the RBI, named after an American missionary companion who had set 

out with him in 1917 but drowned in Lake Atitlan in 1922 (Hefley 53).  

When looking for the original impulse for the school, I found an interesting 

anecdote in the historical record. Townsend biographers, Hugh and Marti Hefley, 

interviewed CAM missionary Frank Bundy who had been the acting dean of RBI in the 

early 1930s.10 In the 1968 interview, Bundy recalled: “The reason Cam [Townsend] 

started the school here was without a doubt to train people to become useful workers 

someway in preaching of the Gospel.” But Bundy then added: “the Institute was an 

outgrowth of a doctrine class for the translators so they would know how to translate 

better” (TA 43746). This is a very interesting point, especially in light of the present 

study. Unfortunately, there is seemingly no other evidence that the original impulse for 

the Institute was to produce better Indian translators. Townsend appears to have had 

evangelization and training of an indigenous clergy (see below) in mind from the start, 

and that was the focus of the RBI just as he stated at the time: “evangelism is stressed 

from the very first day a student enters the Institute” (TA 946099). Thus, regardless of 

the original impulse, and even though some graduates did participate in various 

translation efforts, producing indigenous translators was not the express purpose of the 

school. There is no supporting evidence to confirm Bundy’s contention that Townsend 

held “doctrine classes,” but it is certainly plausible that he, at least informally, might have 
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done so. Therefore, Bundy’s statement gives tantalizing, yet unconfirmed, evidence that 

Townsend might have been on the cusp of training Indian Bible translators. This would 

not be the case with the Robinson Bible Institute, for it was to remain primarily a tool for 

preparing Indians as evangelists and pastors. 

In addition to evangelization, there was Townsend’s desire to free the Indians 

from dependence upon the missionary and even to replace the expatriate missionary. In 

1931, the dean of the school, Rev. Carl Malmstrom reported: “Our graduates are making 

foreign missionaries unnecessary in many places and will ultimately supplant us entirely 

wherever work has been established, thus releasing us for opening new fields” (TA 

46107).11 Thus, with the development of the Robinson Bible Institute, Townsend took his 

first steps towards recasting the role of the missionary from that of an evangelist to that of 

a teacher-trainer. If the Indians could be adequately trained as evangelists, this would 

subsequently free the expatriate missionary to pursue new opportunities – he or she could 

pioneer in other fields. Townsend’s introduction of temporality into the expatriate 

missionary’s role while building up a cadre of indigenous evangelists offers a clue as to 

how he was beginning to see these two groups’ differing tasks. The expatriate missionary 

was to be a mobile and temporary pioneer who would move on as soon as the local 

church was set upon some minimal foundation. Then, the Indians would in turn build 

upon this foundation, creating their own indigenous Christian communities. The CAM 

mission would also be pushed in this same direction by events within Guatemala. 

According to Dorothy Martin, in her history of the Central American Mission, the 

July 1922 edition of the “Central American Bulletin” mentioned that there was “‘an 
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urgent need’ for national workers’ training.” The “Bulletin” read: “The situation facing 

us calls for more thorough training of the native workers. This makes the demand for a 

central Bible training school peculiarly urgent” (Martin 49). As urgent as it may have 

been, financial problems impeded progress, and it was not until 1929 that the Central 

American Bible Institute opened. The school was taught exclusively in Spanish and was 

primarily intended for ladinos (60-64). In 1928, the year before the school opened, 

Townsend wrote to fellow missionary Albert H. Stradling of a field committee meeting 

where the future school was discussed:  

At the last Field Committee meeting a call was extended to the F.G. 

Tom’s and the Archer Anderson’s [sic] to go to Guatemala City and open 

up a Central Ladino Bible Institute and Normal School. They may accept. 

The Lord seems to be guiding us to put our first emphasis on the training 

of native workers. Since you left, the anti-foreign and more especially 

Anti-American spirit has grown tremendously. We are going to have to 

train the native brethren to come to the front and bear greater 

responsibilities. We missionaries will be giving more time now to two 

phases of work: (1) opening up new fields and, (2) training native workers 

and teachers. We should line up for one task or the other according to our 

gifts. (TA 01413) 

From the discussion of the Committee, it would appear that the decision was driven as 

much by the exigencies of anti-Americanism as by any real desire to prepare a national 

cadre of evangelists. However, looking back to the original impulse for the school 
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indicates that doctrinal purity was the motive. “Such a school,” the July 1922 CAM 

Bulletin read, “would help guard believers against the last-day heresies which are finding 

their way so easily into these countries” (Martin 49). Thus, it was a desire to maintain 

CAM founder Cyrus Scofield’s version of dispensationalism in the face of teachings that 

“insisted that the Church had not begun at Pentecost with the coming of the Holy Spirit 

but near the end of the Apostle Paul’s ministry” and that “baptism and the Lord’s Supper 

were not for this dispensation and should not be observed by believers” (Martin 36).12  

Regardless of the original motives for the school, it is interesting to note that it 

specifically orients the roles of the nationals and expatriate missionaries along the lines 

that Townsend had already anticipated. Missionaries were thereafter to begin to give 

more focus to pioneering work and training. Townsend could not have been more pleased 

with such an approach. However, he still kept the needs of the Indians in the spotlight. 

Writing to Karl Hummel, acting secretary of CAM, in July of 1928, Townsend reminded 

Hummel that “I believe that we must prepare [and] count on the native workers more 

than we have and for that reason a strong Indian Bible Institute is needed that will serve 

all the Indian tribes of C.A. [and] even parts of Mexico” (TA 1389). For Townsend, 

efforts to prepare nationals must include both the Indians and the ladinos. 

Finally, it should be noted that while Townsend sought to train the nationals as 

evangelists and pastors, he always assumed that they would remain within the context of 

their respective nations. Here again, the center-periphery model was maintained. 

Townsend was not thinking that the nationals would take up the role of international 

missionaries. As Townsend seemed to understand it, that role would remain the primary 
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preserve of the North American expatriates. Thus, when Townsend later came to equate 

Bible translation with pioneering missionary work, he would construe it as primarily the 

responsibility of the expatriate, which again would have the effect of limiting the national 

membership in SIL after Townsend founded the organization. 

Independent Indigenous Churches 

 In the mid-twenties, Townsend “wrote to a missionary [. . .] suggesting that a plan 

be developed and adopted whereby the native congregations would become self-

supporting and self directing.” He went on to propose that any church that was “self-

supporting” automatically be classified as “self-directing” (TA 946113). Writing to Rev. 

Malmstrom in 1928, Townsend reported on a recent trip to Mexico where he observed 

that the “native or national church [was] rapidly taking things into its own hands” and 

Townsend found this state of affairs “highly desirable” (TA 01389). Townsend was 

hardly an innovator on this point, for the idea had been around since Rufus Anderson and 

Henry Veen in the nineteenth century (Yates 35). It was again being touted in 

Townsend’s time by Roland Allen in his Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours (1912). 

No evidence exists to suggest that Townsend had read any of the extant missiological 

literature, so it is likely he had come to these conclusions from his own practical 

experience or from conversations with forward-looking missionaries with whom he had 

contact. Regardless of the way he had came to these ideas, they are indicative of his 

cultural sensitivity and foresight. 

That the missionary should not have authority over the church was, for Townsend, 

also very important. In 1930, again writing to Malmstrom, Townsend related that, “our 
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[CAM’s] authority over the native church is theoretically limited to a supervision of the 

natives who are in our employ.” He continued to clarify that “we can guide the church in 

its early development, but to put down in black and white that we have rule over it even 

before it becomes self-supporting would be a mistake” (TA 01498). Townsend continued 

to press this line of thought right up to his resignation from CAM, and he would maintain 

this view for the rest of his life. 

Not only did Townsend seek to protect the Indian believers and their churches 

from missionary interference, but he was also seeking to maintain the Indians’ 

independence from the ladino Christian community. He knew that if the Indians were to 

fully develop in the Christian faith, it would have to be done independently from the 

overbearing ladinos who would never allow for the full participation of the Indian in the 

ladino churches since, as Garrard-Burnet has pointed out, the ladinos “measured their 

own status against Indian debasement” (50). The prevailing social hierarchy was just too 

strong for the ladinos to consider the Indians as full participants in the church community 

let alone church leadership. Of this issue, Townsend wrote in 1924: “After a congregation 

is formed we insist upon the right of the Indians to manage their own affairs in almost 

entire independence of the Ladino brethren who have always felt that they could dictate 

to the Indian believers even though they lack completely the necessary sympathy and 

understanding of that race” (TA 01011). Thus, Townsend’s desire for independent Indian 

congregations was twofold in that it sought to free the Indians from missionary control 

and from ladino arrogance. This perspective of Townsend’s, as will become clear, 

functioned to maintain an explicit separation between the role of the expatriate and 
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national when he founded SIL. Such “protection” would later play a significant part in 

the development of SIL in that Townsend would seek to keep the expatriates under SIL 

from controlling or overseeing national churches, indigenous or otherwise. This too, like 

the center-periphery view, would tend to restrict nationals from joining SIL after it was 

established. 

The Cakchiquel New Testament Translation 

When Townsend undertook to translate the New Testament into Cakchiquel 

during his years with CAM, it was only one facet of his overall missionary program, 

although one gets the sense that, had the CAM leadership not been so reluctant to back 

such an undertaking, Townsend might have gone at the translation to the exclusion of his 

many other duties (Svelmoe 393-94 and TA 06363). Despite his wife’s frequent illnesses, 

conflicts with CAM administration, travel, and a myriad of other distractions, Townsend 

doggedly kept up the translation work which would later become his primary focus. It is 

here that we find the seeds for his entirely new approach to missions. 

Speaking to the Union Men’s Fellowship in Guatemala City in 1967, Townsend, 

referring to the Indians, said: “Wonderful people, but there is that barrier of language. 

They can’t speak Spanish or if they do, they speak it poorly and people hearing their 

Spanish say, Oh they must be ignorant, where actually they are intelligent but they can’t 

express themselves in words that can be mutually understood.” Townsend then said that 

he had prayed: “God, what can be done for so many tribes in a short time? What is 

essential, what is the minimum and at the same time will accomplish the most?” 

Townsend concluded that, “It boils down to the Bible. Out among the Cakchiquels we 
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had established schools, and even something of an agricultural program. We were 

endeavoring to help them along various lines. We had a little hospital, some medical 

work. We used to have clinics with Dr. Ainsley out among some of these villages.” These 

were all fine endeavors, “But,” Townsend said, “it boiled down to that Bible that would 

transform them, that would take away their beliefs in witchcraft, take the hatred out of 

their hearts” (TA 943283). 

Amongst the Mayan languages, Cakchiquel holds the distinction of being the first 

into which any portion of the Bible had been translated. According to Milton Coke in his 

doctoral dissertation, “An Ethnohistory of Bible Translation among the Maya,” the 

Pentateuch was translated into Cakchiquel in 1553.13 From the early sixteenth century, 

the Franciscans and Dominicans produced a number of Mayan dictionaries, grammars, 

prayer books, and catechisms. However, Coke points out, Bible translation effectively 

disappeared in Mayan languages after the Council of Trent. In the 1722 to 1800 period, 

Franciscans produced additional Cakchiquel literature amongst which was a song 

collection.14 By the Protestant period, beginning in the early nineteenth century, Catholic 

production of vernacular materials had all but ceased. In 1902, the British Foreign Bible 

Society published a Gospel of Mark in Cakchiquel, which had been translated by F. de. P. 

Castells.15 The next publication of Scripture into Cakchiquel was that of Cameron 

Townsend, who published a Gospel of Mark in 1921 (Coke 113-79, 328, and 340-41). 

While Townsend was certainly not the first to undertake Bible translation into the 

Cakchiquel language, he was the first to complete a translation of the New Testament.16

As Townsend initiated his first efforts in Bible translation, he sought the help of 
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the Cakchiquel Indians. By observing his close working relationship with these Indian 

“helpers,” variously called translators, informants, co-translators, and translation helpers, 

we can develop a portrait, or model, of Townsend’s team approach to Bible translation. 

That these terms for the nationals who were sitting at the translation desk have been used 

to describe everything from one that helped the expatriate learn the language to actually 

doing translation makes it impossible to infer what the original writers had in mind when 

using any particular term. Townsend more regularly used the term “translator” or “tribal 

translators” for those he worked with than did later expatriate translators. This might 

indicate that he more or less saw them as equals in the task of Bible translation, and his 

actions tend to support this assumption. Herein, I use the term “co-translator” when 

referring to a national on any translation team in any capacity for the sake of consistency 

and as an attempt at remaining impartial. 

Townsend once recalled that, “From the outset, Mrs. Townsend and I determined 

to make at least a conscientious effort to learn Cakchiquel.” They did this despite the fact 

that prevailing CAM policy did not require it and implicitly discouraged it by not 

allowing much time for learning languages other than Spanish. Townsend also related 

that they settled in Patzum for their “first systematic effort to learn Cakchiquel. [. . .] 

There were believers there, one who could make himself understood fairly well in 

Spanish and hence could serve us as a teacher. [. . .] We pursued our studies by asking 

many questions, writing down the answers, and deducting rules from the many examples 

secured” (TA 946100). This heuristic method differed little from that used by trained 

linguists many years later. However, Cameron and Elvira had to proceed in an ad hoc 
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fashion without any of the many academic aids available to modern linguists. By 

September of 1920, Elvira reported to Judge Scott (CAM treasurer) that, “We believe we 

have gone far enough in our study to say that the language is not as hard to learn as we 

had tho’t,” this was despite the fact that, as she also reported, “our Indian teacher knows 

absolutely nothing of grammar.” It would have been rather bizarre had the Indians known 

any grammar considering the present state of grammatical analysis of the Cakchiquel 

language.17 What Elvira probably meant to convey was that they were simply struggling 

to analyze the language and not expecting that the Indians would have had such explicit 

grammatical knowledge. Thus, her comment should be taken as such. In the same letter, 

Elvira also reported that they were working on a dictionary and a grammar. On the 

subject of the grammar, she added, “we will typewrite it [and] then our plan is to have it 

printed in book style so that it will not serve for us alone but for other missionaries who 

will come to work among the Cachikel [sic] tribe” (00669). Here is very early evidence 

of Townsend’s interest in linguistics and the publishing of research that would become so 

much a part of SIL in the future. They continued to make progress in language learning, 

which meant that Townsend could turn towards translation. Bible translation work would 

require much more than a simple Indian “teacher.” 

 Townsend was able to enlist the aid of a young Cakchiquel co-translator to get 

started on the Gospel of Mark. “We visited Comalapa again early in 1921,” he later 

recalled, “and there we met a new convert, a young man named Margarito Otzoy, who 

had been driven from his home on account of his new faith. He understood Spanish better 

than most Indians and demonstrated natural gifts for translation work” (TA 946101). 
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Townsend’s May 15 letter to Judge Scott reporting on his work with Otzoy gives the 

impression that they worked well together as a team. However, “The work progressed 

very slowly, for every difficult passage has to be thoroughly explained to Margarito, and 

at times just one word will baffle us for quite a while” (TA 00771). Here we find that in 

spite of Otzoy’s having “natural gifts for translation work,” Townsend still had to do the 

exegesis of every passage, explain it to Otzoy, and then hope to elicit Cakchiquel words 

that would reflect the same meaning as that of the source text. The national co-

translators’ lack of biblical knowledge would also hamper later translation efforts and 

often placed a rather large responsibility on the expatriate translator to do a majority of 

the exegesis.18 This perennial problem of, at best, only nominal biblical knowledge 

amongst the Indians who participated in translation gives us a clue as to why Bundy 

thought that the Robinson Bible Institute might have had its germination in some kind of 

informal “doctrine” instruction. 

Some years after the fact, Townsend wrote of his experience in translating the 

Cakchiquel New Testament, reporting that, “In 1923 the entire Gospel of St. John in bi-

lingual edition came off the press. [. . .] After this publication we determined to wait until 

the whole New Testament had been completed before doing anymore printing.” He then 

added: “This was partially due to the fact that both our helpers and ourselves were 

becoming more skilled with each year and found that we could improve upon former 

efforts [. . .]” (TA 946103). Svelmoe has made an acute observation of the work leading 

up to this point stating that “Otzoy and the other natives actually did much, if not most, of 

the work on Mark and John, and on later books as well.” Svelmoe supports this statement 
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by noting that “a check of Townsend’s schedule during the period referred to, reveals that 

he had been in the States most of this time and on evangelistic trips since then. The 

Indians did a large portion of the work” (Svelmoe 391-92). Otzoy’s exegetical skills must 

have improved quite rapidly or Townsend merely left the team to their own devices. Such 

rapid progress seems rather fantastic and certainly raises the obvious question of the 

quality of these early drafts. Townsend only mentions that they had gone over the drafts 

“six or more times” and that “several corrections must be made before putting it into the 

hands of the printer” (TA 01309). In any case, the Indian co-translators working in 

Townsend’s absence became a regular pattern of the team’s efforts. In 1927, Townsend 

excitedly reported that “the translation work is booming” (TA 001344). Svelmoe again 

reminds us that “It must be re-emphasized, however, that the work ‘boomed’ largely 

because of the efforts of Indian translators.” The extent to which Townsend was absent is 

attested to by Svelmoe, who found that, “out of the first 273 days of 1927, the Townsends 

were away from home 140.” Hence, “The Indians were able to work much more 

regularly” (Svelmoe 394).  

Townsend himself reported this same kind of pattern when writing to Rev. 

William Haven of the Bible House of New York from Panajachel on Oct 19, 1927: 

Our translators under the leadership of Don Brigido Zungia, (a Quiché lad 

whom we are educating and who speaks considerable Cakchiquel as well 

as Spanish, English, and French) have done good work by themselves 

when we have been away and have completed the first draft of the entire 

New Testament and have corrected most of it once. We will have to be in 
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on the next 2 or 3 revisions however. (TA 901267) 

Here is an intriguing case of a non-Cakchiquel Indian with considerable language skills 

doing “other tongue” translation. This is an anomalous situation that was certainly very 

rare.19 Townsend was, perhaps, more insightful than most. Quite a number of SIL 

members over the years have commented on his ability to discover talent, and Townsend 

certainly did so when pursuing this translation. It would be naïve, however, to gloss over 

the potential pitfalls of such an arrangement. The historical record offers no clues as to 

Zungia’s proficiency in Cakchiquel, but it is doubtful he had mother tongue mastery of 

the language. While not doubting Zungia’s intelligence, that Townsend allowed him a 

central role in the translation likely points to Townsend’s minimal understanding of the 

task of Bible translation and his own limited facility with the Cakchiquel language. 

Townsend’s translation naiveté, and that of his translation team, is also 

underscored by considering the translation of the Gospel of Mark. Townsend reported 

that he had begun “systematic” study of the Cakchiquel language in June of 1920 

(946100). Less than a year later, on May 27, 1921, he wrote to his friend and Pioneer 

Mission Agency co-founder, Howard Dinwiddie: “We have Mark in Cakchiquel now − 

just a few verses lacking” (TA 00766). To have produced a translation of the Gospel of 

Mark this quickly means that he was likely very dependent upon Otzoy for rendering the 

Spanish into Cakchiquel since it is almost certain that Townsend did not have sufficient 

grasp of the language to translate with any significant control over the Cakchiquel text. 

When Townsend’s presumably low level of language competence is coupled with the fact 

that Otzoy was a new believer in 1921, and therefore did not have had much Biblical 
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knowledge, the whole process seems like a recipe for disaster. Of course, this approach 

also reflects Townsend’s attitude of trust towards the Indians as demonstrated in the last 

chapter. Finally, and perhaps above all else, it points to the possible fact that he was just 

too busy to pursue the translation as he would have liked and was thus inclined to allow 

the Indians to independently work at the translation just to keep it moving along. 

It is almost certain that what the Indian co-translators turned out under Zungia had 

to be a rough draft in need of significant revision. Townsend implies that this was the 

case by referring to the need for his and Elvira’s oversight in revising the working draft. 

Unfortunately, Townsend has left us no clues as what he might have critically thought 

about his co-translators’ work. Nevertheless, what we have here is very interesting since 

national co-translators working in the absence of an expatriate translator is virtually 

unheard of in the SIL context before the 1960s.20 There is probably good reason for this 

according to George Cowan, a long-time SIL member, translator, and one of SIL’s and 

WBT’s most experienced administrators. Cowan has pointed out the potential pitfalls of 

absentee translator-exegetes. Translators who have attempted to leave translation in the 

hands of untrained and biblically ill-informed co-translators have all too often later 

discovered, much to their dismay, that the work completed did not reflect the meaning of 

the source text. Moreover, once the inadequacies of the drafts were discovered, there was 

the delicate matter of confronting the problem with the national co-translators, leading to 

potential cross-cultural conflicts and accusations of paternalism.21

As already noted, Townsend was always ready to give credit where credit was 

due. One of the co-translators that Townsend engaged during the translation was Trinidad 
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Bac, a Cakchiquel Indian and indigenous evangelist. In a 1970 interview, Townsend 

stated: “I wanted to locate the best and I think I did when I got Trinidad Bac.” During the 

interview Townsend was asked “did you see the need of having what [John] Beekman 

calls an idiomatic translation instead of a literal word for word and phrase for phrase 

translation?”22 Townsend replied: “Yes, I was fortunate in having this man Trinidad Bac, 

because he was a great orator and would insist, even though he couldn’t tell me why, that 

it should be said that way—but when it was a case of an idiomatic expression, he insisted 

that be that way” (TA 43642). Anna Marie Dahlquist, in her account of these early 

translation efforts, attributes to Townsend the notion of “translating whole ideas rather 

than making a literal word-for-word translation” (104). From Townsend’s reply above, it 

would seem that the idea had its genesis in Trinidad Bac and his innate sense that the 

translation must be in some sense “idiomatic.”  

However, caution is in order here about equating these early references to 

idiomatic translations with anything resembling what John Beekman and others meant by 

the term “idiomatic.” Translation in the 1920s was still primarily focused at the word-

level and not at discourse-level paraphrasing. The concept of “translating whole ideas” 

would not become regular practice for many years, only entering common practice after 

Eugene Nida pioneered the concept of “closest equivalents” or “functional equivalence” 

in the late 1940s which sought to move translation away from a literal approach to one 

that rendered the receptor text into the common vernacular (Nida 12-13, 130-48). John 

Beekman, influenced by Nida, began to argue for a less literal approach to translation in 

SIL translations in the 1960s.23 Hence, Townsend’s earlier use of the term “idiomatic” 
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should not be taken for what was meant by the term after 1950. Further evidence that the 

Bac-Townsend team did not develop a meaning-based approach is that their translation 

was “very literal” according to SIL member Martha (King) Deibler, who assisted in the 

revision of the Cakchiquel New Testament in the 1970s. Deibler is quick to point out 

though, that Townsend “did a wonderful job, considering the fact that helps for 

translators and training in translation principles were non-existent at the time. The only 

thing that was known [at the time] was literal translations.”24  

Regardless of the literality or literary nature of the Cakchiquel translation, there is 

no doubt that Townsend was dependent upon Bac and valued his help, often referring to 

him as a “translator.” For instance, speaking of when he arrived in the U.S. with Bac and 

the seventeen year old Cakchiquel Indian, Joe Chicol, he stated: “The first week we got 

to California the older man [Trinidad Bac] got sick. I tell you we prayed. It would have 

been terrible if he had died away from home and we would have been without a 

translator” (TA 943536). Townsend would certainly have been in dire straits, for he was 

still reliant upon mother-tongue speakers who knew the language much better than he 

did. Townsend would continue to recognize the important and indispensable part played 

by national co-translators. However, such recognition would not change his views of the 

respective roles of the missionary and the national. 

The translation was completed on October 10, 1929, only ten years after 

Townsend had set himself to the task. It is obvious that the New Testament would never 

have been completed at all if it were not for the many efforts put forth by the Cakchiquel 

co-translators. Thus, it would be natural to assume that Townsend would perhaps 
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integrate the Robinson Institute concept with Bible translation by training Indian 

translators to undertake Bible translation. We have no indication that this idea ever 

crossed his mind. At a minimum, we might expect that Townsend would have initiated 

some kind of informal training for nationals so that they would have a higher level of 

exegetical skills when engaged with the expatriate translator in the process just as Bundy 

hinted at. Graduates of the RBI did participate in translation, such as Trinidad Bac, who 

graduated in 1926 (TA 46100). Not only had Bac graduated from RBI, but he had 

attended the school operated by Frank Toms, another CAM missionary (42633).25 

Toms’s school offered “systematic training [. . .] for two or three months in the summer. 

[. . .] The instruction included Bible study methods, personal work, music, doctrine, and 

homiletics” (Martin 49). Trinidad was certainly one of the better-prepared co-translators 

due to these opportunities for study, and, perhaps, this is one of the reasons for Bac’s 

proficiency as a co-translator.26 Despite the potential displayed by Townsend’s co-

translators, neither Townsend, nor anyone else within his circle of colleagues, ever 

sought to train Indians for translation beyond what he might have done with this early 

group of co-translators. 

Chapter Summary 

In the realm of religion, it appears that Townsend believed that the Indians, once 

educated in the biblical arts, would get along just fine without outside help in their 

spiritual and ecclesiastical affairs. Townsend was eager to send out as evangelists and 

colporteurs minimally educated Indians. They may have been downtrodden, but they 

were not inherently lacking in spiritual gifts. Repeatedly, Townsend contended that they 
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only needed some religious education and perhaps initial financial support to launch their 

own indigenous evangelistic ventures and to establish their own indigenous churches. On 

matters other than religion, such as development, Townsend deviated from this line in 

that he trumpeted the virtues of the “march of progress.” Thus, evident in Townsend’s 

thought are the marks of a differentiation between the ethnic/local/religious domains and 

the wider civilizational/nation-state/secular domains. This dichotomization, coupled with 

the center-periphery paradigm, will eventually become quite pronounced in his thought 

and action, particularly during and after his entry into Mexico. 

Townsend’s approach to Bible translation was a curious mixture of pragmatism 

and amateur scholarship. Not content for progress to be delayed in his absence, 

Townsend had the Indian co-translators producing drafts. Clearly, Townsend’s egalitarian 

attitude towards the Indians found its way into the Bible translations process. Although it 

took place before the formation of SIL, the team dynamics where Indians labored at the 

translation in Townsend’s absence is certainly exceptional when looking at the history of 

translation projects in the SIL context. Significantly, Townsend’s case is unusual in that 

he was fortunate to have found co-translators such as Zungia, Otzoy, and Bac who were 

not the typical monolingual and illiterate Indians; these men were the elite of the Indian 

population in terms of education and bilingual ability. As Townsend got SIL underway in 

the 1930s, few of his linguist-translators would discover equally competent co-

translators. As noted above, interviews with a number of translators who served with SIL 

from the 1940s to the 1960s substantiates the fact that there were few bilingual and/or 

sufficiently educated nationals who could work as independently as did Zungia, Otzoy, 
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and Bac. Moreover, as SIL moved into the Amazonian Basin, where the Indian tribes 

were remote and had had little outside contact, there were virtually no bilinguals.27

Conversely, at times, SIL translators may just have overlooked the obvious and 

missed finding talent. Herman Aschmann, a veteran SIL member who completed three 

New Testaments, relates that he worked with a Totonac Indian co-translator by the name 

of Manuel Arenas, who could probably have done significant translation since he “went 

on to get an education in Spanish, and English and in German.”28 Aschmann forthrightly 

stated why he missed noticing Arenas’s talent at first: “My problem was I underestimated 

the brain capacity of an Indian, awful fatal thing.” Aschmann said that he thought, “well 

they’re Indians they don’t have an education [. . .] that’s where I failed, and I think that’s 

something that all translators are prone to do.”29

Regardless of the Indian co-translators’ abilities and Townsend’s confidence in 

them, he never undertook to prepare these co-translators for fully independent translation 

work. In his mind, they could contribute significantly, but the expatriate translator was 

still indispensable. Therefore, as Townsend began to reconfigure the roles of nationals, 

both Indians and ladinos, as well as the role of the missionaries, he seems to have had in 

mind that the missionary would continue as the translation facilitator and the nationals as 

evangelists and pastors. As such, it was the missionaries that he would seek to train as 

Bible translators as the next chapter will show. Hence, Townsend primarily categorized 

the nationals as pastors and evangelists who need not be trained for Bible translation 

since they would be aided by the missionary in that specific task. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE LINGUISTIC APPROACH 

____________________________________________________ 

“The linguistic approach. I tell you that’s a hard word. It means to go to a man through 
his soul gate, through his own language, and to do it in a scientific way,”  

William Cameron Townsend, 1959. 
____________________________________________________ 

The Guatemala years of Townsend’s work covered in previous chapters described 

Townsend’s fundamental philosophy of mission during the 1920s and his work of 

translating the Cakchiquel New Testament. This chapter will concentrate primarily upon 

the founding of SIL. The objectives of this chapter are to suggest why Townsend 

approached Bible translation as he did and what effects this had on the founding of the 

Summer Institute of Linguistics and subsequently upon national involvement in SIL. 

First, I examine how Bible translation brought Townsend into contact with the nascent 

science of linguistics and how that led to the development of SIL as a scientific 

enterprise. Next, I explore how this aspect of SIL was intensified by Ken Pike’s and 

Eugene Nida’s arrival on the scene. Finally, I look at how Townsend’s approach was 

shaped by the socio-political context of Mexico in the 1930s. The development of a 

strong scientific side to SIL had its own particular effects on national involvement that 

differs from what could be called the religious side of SIL that was bound up with 

Townsend’s pioneering spirit. As already noted, Townsend had a hankering to pioneer. 

The next chapter will explore how Townsend’s evangelical urgency and pioneering 

ambition had their own peculiar effects on Townsend’s thought and SIL’s development. 

Townsend’s struggle to analyze Cakchiquel grammar and to translate the New 

 63



 

Testament soon led him to discover the then emergent science of linguistics and, 

eventually, to engage with some of the discipline’s top scholars. Svelmoe states: “These 

were circles in which Townsend would never have moved under normal circumstances, 

but the task of translation, as well as his predilection towards being a ‘gentleman 

scientist,’ drew Townsend into academic circles.” Svelmoe then adds: “The interest 

which such association aroused in him laid a foundation for the eventual academic and 

linguistic focus of the Summer Institute of Linguistics” (399). 

Encountering Linguistics 

According to Hugh Steven, in August of 1919, Townsend was introduced to the 

linguistic methods of Dr. Edward Sapir by an American anthropologist, Edward Gates.30 

Steven indicates that, “From Dr. Sapir, Cam [Townsend] learned ‘the descriptive 

approach’ to language learning and analysis, the basics of which included resisting the 

temptation to superimpose the rules of English or Latin grammar onto ‘pre-literate’ 

unanalyzed languages of the Americas”  (Wycliffe in the Making 14).31 Apparently it 

helped, for Townsend was able to sort out the complicated morphology of the Cakchiquel 

verb. His natural inclination towards science and research motivated him to write up his 

findings in “An Analytical Grammar of the Cakchiquel Language.” He later presented his 

manuscript to Sapir, who appraised it saying, “I have looked it over with very real 

interest and I think you have done an exceedingly valuable piece of work” (TA 01503).32 

Encouraged by Sapir’s positive comments, Townsend attempted to sell the manuscript to 

a variety of institutions, but there were no takers.33 Despite the lack of willing buyers, 

this points towards Townsend’s ambition to engage the academic community. He also 
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wanted to use proceeds from the sale to produce a Cakchiquel dictionary having already 

completed the grammar, which accents his ongoing interest in linguistic pursuits. So does 

a comment from many years later when Townsend fondly reminisced about his discovery 

of the Cakchiquel verb structure and the excitement of scientific discovery exclaiming: 

“My! Why, it’s exciting. Every two weeks, it would be like Columbus discovering 

America…another form of the verb…ooh!” (TA 50694). 

Townsend also sought Sapir’s advice on the orthography for the Cakchiquel New 

Testament. Interestingly enough, he did not accept all of Sapir’s advice, wanting to only 

make minimal changes to the orthography. In February of 1930, Townsend wrote to Dr. 

Eric North, secretary of the American Bible Society, giving two reasons for rejecting 

some of Sapir’s suggestions: “We are getting very anxious to get back to the field and to 

go over the whole manuscript revising the orthography would require a great deal of time 

and as far as the Indians themselves are concerned would not make the work any more 

easily read [sic]” (TA 901540).34 There is an obvious tension here between the 

application of scientific scholarship and evangelical urgency. This tension between 

quality and urgency was a permanent feature of Townsend’s thinking on translation. He 

allowed that quality was important, and, in 1976, Townsend wrote: “We have a strong 

movement in our program [. . .] to make our translations as perfect as possible.” 

However, he certainly saw a limit to the amount of time a translator should devote to 

aiming for perfection, adding that, “The people need to have a translation that will tell 

them that God loves them, and gave his Son to die for them [. . .]. Many an imperfect 

translation has brought about the salvation of tribesmen by the scores” (TA 50738). 

 65



 

The Mexico Survey 

With the Cakchiquel New Testament finished, Townsend returned to Guatemala 

to initiate a literacy campaign, but he was soon back in the U.S. and resigning from CAM 

in order to pursue his dream of Bible translation. Encouraged by L. L. Legters, Townsend 

set his sights on Mexico. In the fall of 1933, the two of them made a survey into Mexico. 

Legters left Mexico and returned to the U.S. before Christmas while Townsend remained 

into February of 1934. In October of 1934, Legters reported on their survey trip to the 

Board of Directors of the Pioneer Mission Agency (PMA) that, “Mr. Townsend remained 

to carry on work that only he could do.” 35 This work, according to Legters, had two 

outcomes: “As a result of the contacts,” wrote Legters, “one of the missionaries who had 

once started translation work is now giving a major portion of his time to this work, being 

ably assisted by helpers who are in part supported by us.” Legters continued stating: “A 

second result of his visit was that Christian men in Mexico have become more deeply 

interested in getting the Bible to the Indians in their own language, and some of them are 

hoping to do some of the translation work themselves” (TA 901852). It is unclear from 

Legters’s report whether he was speaking of tribal or non-tribal nationals wanting to do 

translation. It appears that by “Christian men” he might have been speaking of non-tribal 

nationals since he then indicates that they were interested in “getting the Bible to the 

Indians.” Legters then mentioned that “some of them,” perhaps speaking of the Indians, 

“are hoping to do some of the translation work themselves.” But he could just as well 

have been speaking of non-tribal nationals. Unfortunately, which group Legters is 

speaking of is far from clear in the report, and we can only guess at what he meant.  
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In the same report, Legters went on to add: “It is the opinion and desire of some 

of the leaders that in at least some of the tribes the Mexican Christians themselves will be 

able to do the translation work, if we can furnish some of the funds to support them while 

engaged in this work.” Legters’s report gives every indication that he and Townsend 

might have been on the verge of helping the nationals to undertake independent Bible 

translations with only some external financial support. Townsend, however, was far more 

cautious. Legters said of Townsend’s reticence: “Mr. Townsend is agreed that some of it 

can be done in Mexico, if some one who knows what is needed can edit the work.” Thus, 

according to Legters, “One of the results of the trip was the consciousness that men who 

are to do this translation work must have special training for it. What they [North 

American missionaries] get in Seminaries and Bible Schools will not fit them for this 

specialized work.” Moreover, “Mr. Townsend, because of his long experience in the 

work, had long been convinced of this need” (TA 901852). On the issue of nationals 

independently carrying out Bible translation, Legters’s report clearly states that some 

Mexican nationals desired to undertake Bible translation; however, Legters is also quite 

clear where Townsend stood on the matter: nationals could do it, but only with help from 

specially-trained expatriate missionaries. 

Townsend’s perspective seems rather curious in view of his way of working in the 

past and in light of his rather strong views of independent Indian churches and leadership. 

One might assume that he would have preferred to see the national co-translators move 

towards independence wherever possible. Furthermore, the PMA would presumably have 

financed national Bible translators since they had already done so for other “native 
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workers” (TA 901644 and TA 46167). Nevertheless, Townsend was of the opinion that 

the Indians could not unilaterally undertake translation and that such an undertaking 

would have to be accomplished bilaterally between specially trained expatriates and the 

nationals. In his reporting on the survey into Mexico, Townsend simply wrote that there 

were “so many educated helpers available” and gave no hint of possible independent 

national translation work, such as Legters had reported (TA 01895). Townsend’s 

reporting of this fact, while omitting the details that Legters had included, and that he had 

“long been convinced” that there was a need for specially trained missionaries, indicates 

that he had reached this conclusion before setting out on the Mexico survey trip.  

Why had Townsend reached this conclusion and why did he apparently take so 

little notice of the potential for national Bible translation? First, recall that he had been 

fully involved in the Cakchiquel revision process. This suggests that he would have been 

unlikely to leave the Bible translation process solely in the hands of any national co-

translators. He thought that the nationals might be able to do much, but not all, of the 

Bible translation task. It is almost certain, after a decade of translation with the Indians 

and by critical evaluation of the Indians’ work on the Cakchiquel New Testament, that he 

had concluded that they were unable to independently achieve sufficient quality. This 

view is reinforced by the fact that Townsend called for “some one who knows what is 

needed” to be on hand to “edit the work.” Second, reflecting upon Townsend’s love for 

the translation process and linguistic analysis, I would speculate that, while he had left his 

co-translators to their own devices, it is doubtful that he saw this as a truly satisfactory 

state of affairs and would have preferred to be present throughout. Taken together, all this 
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simply points to a mindset of continuing the practices he had begun in the Cakchiquel 

with a singular variation, the addition of specially trained missionaries where formerly he 

had worked without the advantage of linguistic training. We could conclude then that 

Townsend was perhaps more concerned for his own lack of skill than any lack on the part 

of the Indians. Hence, he aimed to improve the skills of the missionaries rather than those 

of the nationals since the role of the missionaries dictated that they carry the burden of 

insuring the quality of the final product. Perhaps above all else, in Townsend’s mind, the 

nationals were primarily evangelists and not translators, so training them for such a 

temporary role made little sense to him. Thus, based upon the extant historical record, we 

are left to conclude that Townsend was neither calling for the task of making drafts to be 

withdrawn from the nationals nor was he ready to acquiesce to the idea of their 

undertaking independent Bible translation work with only external funding. In his mind, 

Bible translation was to be a bilateral undertaking between the national co-translators, 

and now, if he could so arrange it, specially-trained missionaries. 

Camp Wycliffe 

Once again, there was a new problem to be solved − how to specifically train and 

prepare missionaries for Bible translation, so Legters and Townsend set themselves to 

solving that very problem. It did not take long. In the summer of 1934, immediately 

following Townsend’s return from Mexico, saw the first session of Camp Wycliffe, in 

Arkansas, underway. Camp Wycliffe was founded as a summer school to train 

missionaries in the rudimentary linguistic skills needed to learn and analyze previously 

unwritten languages. The “Camp Wycliffe Chronicle” of 1937 (the fourth session of the 
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school), is worth quoting at length, for it provides a summary of chief aims of the 

summer school:    

Camp Wycliffe believes that the thousand tribes which have not yet been 

reached with the Gospel can be evangelized in this generation by the 

Bible-translation method. [. . .] With special linguistic training such as 

Camp Wycliffe offers and by concentrating on the problem, an average 

calibre [sic] missionary under the blessing of God and with the help of 

competent natives can translate the New Testament into the language of a 

primitive tribe and teach many of the people to read it within ten years. 

While the translation will not likely be a masterpiece from a literary 

standpoint, it will make the truth of Holy Writ plain to the people 

[emphasis in the original]. (TA 44970) 

One suspects that it was due to Townsend’s urgency to see the “world 

evangelized in this generation” that he would tolerate a translation of merely adequate 

literary quality. In fact, in 1949, he stated: “My recommendation would be to produce a 

complete New Testament as soon as it can be done with accuracy and reasonable literary 

quality” (TA 942637). In many ways, Townsend was not a typical fundamentalist. 

However, the focus on accuracy over literary quality reflects a fundamentalist bent − the 

“truths” must be translated intact − excess time spent on literary quality was 

unproductive. As the bulletin indicates, Townsend had concluded that ten years were 

sufficient for producing a New Testament. Later, he would allow that it might take up to 

fifteen, but, he said, if “we can improve our techniques [. . .] the lower figure” would be 

 70



 

attainable for “many of the tribes.” Furthermore, as the “Chronicle” suggested, he was 

open to accepting the average missionary, not setting the bar too high (TA 21396). That 

was about to change. 

 Before the first session of Camp Wycliffe was even underway, its ongoing 

viability was in question. That there were only two students present the first year had cast 

even more doubt upon what might happen in 1935. Despite these concerns, Camp 

Wycliffe was once again ready to fulfill Townsend’s dream of preparing missionary-

linguists for service in the summer of 1935. This was certainly good news to Townsend. 

“But,” declares Svelmoe, “the best thing that ever happened to Cameron Townsend was 

when a skinny, insecure, China Inland Missionary reject named Ken Pike hitchhiked his 

way to Camp Wycliffe that summer” (520). Pike’s sister, Eunice, recalls that Pike was 

fascinated by the study of phonetics taught that summer by Dr. Elbert McCreery who had 

been a missionary to Africa. After the session was over, Pike went to Mexico and 

undertook some initial analysis of the Mixtec language before returning in 1936 to teach 

at Camp Wycliffe’s third session. It was at the 1936 session that Eugene Nida, another 

scholar in the making, attended. Nida, like Pike, had a natural aptitude for linguistics, and 

he would go on to make many significant contributions to translation theory during his 

tenure with the American Bible Society.36 At the end of the session, Townsend asked 

Pike to write a book on phonetics, but he procrastinated until breaking a leg and, taking it 

as a sign from God, worked on the manuscript while recuperating. In June of 1937, 

Townsend sent Pike to the University of Michigan for graduate study under Sapir at the 

Linguistic Institute being held over the summer. This association with the University 
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blossomed, and Pike completed a doctorate there in 1941 (E. Pike13-84, 121-28).  

 In the early fall of 1937, Pike found his way to Arkansas from Michigan for the 

next session of Camp Wycliffe. Fresh from academia, Pike was eager to share his 

newfound knowledge with the students.37 Of that session Svelmoe writes: “By mid-

September 1937 Camp Wycliffe was undergoing a small crisis. The students were very 

discouraged. Most simply could not keep up with the demands placed upon them by the 

faculty. Two had decided to quit [. . .]. Townsend was forced to intervene.” This began a 

pattern whereby Pike and Nida raised the standards of Camp Wycliffe well beyond what 

Townsend had in mind. Townsend was willing to accept anyone who showed promise 

while Pike pressed for ever higher standards and often complained of the caliber of 

students that they had to work with (Svelmoe 531-33).  

Pike had written back in January of his views on the need for academic credibility 

in a letter to his mother:  

Townsend has his plan of action here in Mexico upon the basis of 

scientific research [. . .]. In the bargain we will of course plan to do the 

translating which is our goal. But we do not want to masquerade as 

linguists and be anything else but that. The only answer is to become 

linguists, in fact, not theory, and deliver the real goods. (TA 02266) 

Pike repeated this sentiment again in July of 1938 when scholars at the University of 

Michigan probed him on the issue of how SIL linguists were supported, which led to their 

discovery of the missionary angle. Thus, Pike and SIL became “definitely ear marked as 

being in the missionary business.” As such, this led Pike to conclude: “Now we have to 
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deliver the goods, or the Lord’s name will surely be brought into reproach” (TA 02405). 

 The effect that Pike and Nida had on the development of Camp Wycliffe and SIL 

is evident from the syllabus listed in the 1941 prospectus in comparison with that of 

1934. The prospectus itself had grown from a two-page flyer to a nine-page brochure. 

Whereas classes in 1934 were of a general nature and rather unsophisticated, the 1941 

session included “Phonetics, A Seminar in Phonemics, General Linguistics, Seminar in 

General Linguistics, Translation Problems, Cakchiquel, Psycho-phonetic Method of 

Teaching to Read, Anthropology, and Field Problems.”38 Under “requirements” the 

prospectus indicated that, “Preference is given to college and seminary graduates” (TA 

01868 and TA 43049). The bar was certainly being raised, and the move was towards 

genuine scholarship rather than just enough training for a graduate to turn out a New 

Testament that was “accurate” and of “reasonable literary quality.” Along this line, Pike 

was also attempting a more in-depth linguistic analysis of the Mixtec language before 

jumping into translation. Pike was confronted with the decision “to hurry into translation, 

leaving a poor first draft which needs enormous revision,” or to make “a thorough study 

of the language first so we can know what we say in the translation when we get to it.” 

He concluded that, “We have definitely chosen the latter course” (TA 902565). Thus, 

Pike was moving towards a more thorough and elaborate process than Townsend was 

advocating. Eventually, Pike’s more thorough approach would dominate because 

Townsend appointed him President of SIL in 1942, freeing Townsend to focus on 

pioneering. 

Finally, there is an important aspect of Camp Wycliffe that pertains to national 
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involvement that must be highlighted at this juncture. The Camp Wycliffe program and 

its subsequent variants became the “door to membership” through which all prospective 

candidates entered SIL (Cowan, The Word that Kindles 228). One could not simply join 

SIL. One had to attend and satisfactorily complete the training and then be approved by a 

committee made up of faculty to go on to fieldwork with SIL. Therefore, any potential 

candidate had the hurdle of Camp Wycliffe and its rising academic standards to 

overcome if he or she wished to serve with SIL. The ability to attend courses and then 

pass the coursework at Camp Wycliffe, and later at SIL schools in Norman, Oklahoma, 

and Dallas, Texas, meant that nationals had an almost insurmountable barrier to 

overcome if they wished to serve with SIL as full members. Furthermore, according to 

George Cowan, from its founding SIL was a faith mission and therefore SIL candidates 

had to arrange for their own financial support since the organization did not pay salaries, 

as did the denominational missions.39 While not designed to keep nationals out of SIL, 

these policies did act as an implicit control keeping potential non-western candidates 

from joining SIL as members. Indeed, the underlying assumption of this structure was 

that nationals would be the recipients of SIL’s help and not themselves be prepared or 

trained. Therefore, any national seeking full membership would essentially be obligated 

to follow financial policies, as well as training and approval processes, that were 

geographically, academically, and financially challenging to non-North Americans. 

The Founding of SIL in Mexico 

 Pike was not the only influence pushing Townsend and SIL towards an 

increasingly academic profile. So too was the post-revolutionary political climate in 
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Mexico of the 1930s, which was both anticlerical and pro-nationalist. Since 1910, 

revolutionary regimes had attempted to check the power of Catholic clerics. Influenced 

by Marxist ideology, anticlericalism was a unifying force of the Revolution, which “led 

to extremes. In some states, such as Tabasco, every church was levelled [sic]” (Howard 

32). According to historian Frank Brandenburg, the 1935 to 1945 period “witnessed a 

direct assault on religious instruction in the schools, on fanaticism, and on the presence of 

foreign priests in Mexico.” There was an effort to remove Catholic hegemony over 

education in order to introduce a “socialistic education.” The aim was “to develop in the 

Mexican a love for his country and a consciousness of internationalism, independence, 

and justice.” Furthermore, adds Brandenburg, “[education] was to remain completely 

removed from any and all religious doctrines and, instead, to be based on the results of 

scientific progress, always fighting against ignorance, prejudice, and fanaticism” (178). If 

Townsend hoped to enter Mexico, he would have to find some means to align himself 

with the prevailing ideology or find a way around it. 

Todd Hartch, assistant professor of history at Eastern Kentucky University, has 

demonstrated how Townsend was able to situate SIL within a Mexican context that was 

decidedly unfavorable to missionary activity. First, at the broadest level, Townsend was 

aided by the Roosevelt administration’s “Good Neighbor Policy” toward Latin America, 

which sought “first, to maintain a fairly cordial relationship that did not hinder economic 

ties [. . .]; second, [. . .] the United States would treat Latin American nations as friends 

and allies rather than as American fiefdoms; third, [. . .] to work quietly for religious 

freedom in Mexico.” Positive benefits accrued to Townsend and SIL from this policy 
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since Mexico responded positively to America’s overtures due to Mexico’s economic 

dependence upon the United States. Therefore, Hartch says, “Supporting Townsend’s 

evangelistic linguistic project thus allowed [President Lázaro] Cárdenas to demonstrate 

his support of religious freedom, his openness to the United States, and his willingness to 

take seriously the concerns of the Roosevelt administration at the same time he was 

advancing his own subtle attack on Catholicism” (Hartch 27-29). 

Another factor observed by Hartch was that Townsend “renounce[d] all his 

affiliations to missionary organizations so that he could truthfully say to Mexican 

officials that he was not a missionary.” Thus, Townsend resigned from CAM, then, he 

and Legters simply entered Mexico as American citizens interested in Mexico’s 

education system. Hartch contends that the ease with which they dropped their religious 

nomenclature is attributable to their belief in the “priesthood of all believers.” That is, 

“any human identity beyond one’s basic identity as a Christian believer was contingent 

and mutable, not intrinsic” (Hartch 3). “In fact,” says Hartch, “ it is probably fair to say 

that rather than the usual later dichotomies used to describe the SIL−science/religion, 

private/public, church/state−a more important distinction in the minds of both the SIL 

and their Mexican hosts was a theological one, the difference between clergy and laity” 

(4). Hartch makes a cogent point here when pointing to the clergy-laity dichotomy as it 

probably does come closer to Townsend’s response to the anticlerical Mexican context in 

what he would later call the “non-sectarian” approach (discussed below). However, I 

would maintain that the “science/religion, private/public, church/state” distinctions are 

helpful analytical devices for characterizing SIL and thus remain useful. These issues 
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aside, Townsend, ever the pragmatist, was quick to discard his missionary nomenclature 

if doing so facilitated his plan to solve the problem with which he was confronted.  

Once Townsend gained access to Mexico, he quickly developed relationships 

with government officials, published some positive articles on Mexico’s system of 

education, and analyzed how he could cooperate with Mexico’s program to bring the 

Indians fully into national life. Hartch recounts how this eventually brought Townsend 

into the company of “Mexican educators, politicians, scientists and intellectuals who 

pondered the fate of their country’s indigenous population and formulated any number of 

plans to incorporate, integrate and assimilate them into their nation’s larger mestizo 

populations.”40 These individuals “stood at the vanguard of an intellectual and political 

movement known as indigenismo.” Hartch is quick to point out that the indigenistas’ 

“rhetoric of uplift and improvement was not necessarily cynical or manipulative, but at 

heart they were interested in the indigenous people as a means to the further end of 

national unity” (52). The third factor identified by Hartch “was a surprising convergence 

between the beliefs of Cameron Townsend and those of Lázaro Cárdenas” (13). It was 

“Townsend’s desire to convert indigenous people to evangelical Christianity by means of 

linguistics and vernacular literacy,” and this was “not so different from Cárdenas’s desire 

to wean them from Catholicism by means of state-sponsored education” (Hartch 14). 

Shared perspectives on the “Indian problem” provided ample opportunity for a 

partnership between Townsend and Cárdenas. Townsend wanted to reach the Indians 

with the gospel and to help them integrate into national life. Cárdenas believed that the 

solution to the Indian problem lay in overcoming linguistic diversity and breaking 
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Catholicism’s hold on the Indian. Hence, Townsend and Cárdenas were natural allies. 

Clearly, for Townsend, this was not an exceptional methodology, for he had 

previously exhibited a natural bent towards the ideology of indigenismo. According to 

Hartch, the shared aspirations of the indigenistas and SIL were focused on linguistics 

because, “As indigenistas saw it, the central problem facing Mexico’s Indians was a 

linguistic one.” They saw education as the key to achieving their ends but had a 

significant problem when actually trying to accomplish this task. Monolingual education 

in Spanish had already failed. Thus, they realized that efforts would have to be made in 

bilingual education, something the indigenistas were woefully ill equipped for at that 

time since Mexico was lacking qualified linguists. Therefore, “the SIL’s offer to perform 

linguistic work in exchange for access to indigenous communities seemed too good to 

refuse” (Hartch 53-56). The door to Mexico was now open to Townsend and his group of 

budding linguists. Thus, by a combination of lowering his religious profile and linking 

with indigenismo, Townsend was able to establish not only a foothold in Mexico, but was 

also able to secure the cooperation of the government and even Cárdenas himself. 

Eventually, Cárdenas and Townsend became good friends and the former would even be 

Townsend’s best man at his second marriage after Elvira’s death in 1944. Then, in 1952, 

Townsend published a biography of Cárdenas entitled Lázaro Cárdenas: Mexican 

Democrat.41 Theirs was an authentic and lasting relationship. 

Once in Mexico, Svelmoe relates, “Townsend quickly set about impressing the 

Mexicans with his serious linguistic intentions. By the fall of 1935, Townsend was 

already using Instituto Linguistico de Verano (Summer Institute of Linguistics or SIL) 
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stationery” in Mexico (558). There was tremendous pressure in those first few years to 

live up to their billing as linguists. To fail on this point could have led to the collapse of 

the entire venture: “The pressure which men like Pike, Townsend, and Nida felt from 

Mexican and American academics to produce solid academic work caused them to 

increase the pressure on their recruits to ‘publish or perish’” (Svelmoe 561). Not only 

were standards being raised at Camp Wycliffe, but the demands to produce scholarship 

on the field also increased simultaneously. The Summer Institute of Linguistics was more 

or less forced to live up to its name by a combination of the Mexican socio-political 

context and by Pike and Nida’s insistence upon the need for SIL to maintain its 

credibility in the realm of academia.  

It was under these circumstances that SIL developed a dual nature, being at once 

“scientific” as well as “spiritual.” Townsend explained in 1941 that: “Inasmuch as regular 

mission boards were not able to get new missionaries into Mexico at the time the Lord 

called us to the unreached Indian tribes there, we were obliged to form an organization 

with a scientific as well as spiritual objective.” Entry into Mexico was blocked, he added, 

until “we [. . .] came along with a new approach—the linguistic approach—and within 

five years work has been started in fifteen Mexican languages” (TA 902594). This 

“linguistic approach” became one of SIL’s basic “policies” that Townsend never tired of 

repeating over the years. In 1979 he stated: “This one Organization [SIL], you know is 

primarily a scientific Organization. I don’t refer to the motives; but the work.” He went 

on to explain that the linguistic approach was necessary to producing an accurate 

translation, for, “the Indian will say, ‘Well, strange that God doesn’t know how to use 
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good grammar.’” As such, Townsend added: “It’s scientific work with a purpose. [. . .] 

And in linguistics, you’ve got to be a linguist, at least as regards your language - - the 

language you’re assigned to. And that means years of study and effort. Not missionary 

work - - scientific work” (TA 50689). Very often, Townsend had to defend this policy 

and even the name of the organization. He once stated that “when anybody criticizes us 

because we use the name Summer Institute of Linguistics instead of saying Bible 

Translation Mission or something like that, I say, ‘I’m sorry that you don’t understand; 

but this is a field of Science that has to be tackled’” (TA 50706). Thus, SIL translated the 

Bible, but it also had a purely scientific dimension to it. In effect, Townsend had situated 

Bible translation in the realm of science. Thus, Bible translation in SIL was to be a 

“scientific” undertaking. Of course, Townsend and his SIL colleagues would have argued 

that their work took place under the guidance of the Holy Spirit even if it was scientific 

work.  

As SIL developed in the 1930s and 1940s, the “non-sectarian” (non-ecclesiastical) 

approach became normal operating procedure. Rather than function as a “mission,” SIL 

operated outside the normal ecclesiastical structures by securing contracts with 

governments as a scientific organization. Wycliffe and SIL’s 1948 version of “Principles 

and Practices” stated: “The experience of WBT-SIL has shown that an anti-ecclesiastical 

government can, without losing face, accept a Bible translation organization if the latter 

has a positive scientific and social contribution to make to the country” (TA 41458). As 

such, SIL had to take pains to not be seen as a religious organization or to have any 

control over national congregations or religious organizations. In 1953, Townsend 
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elaborated on this non-sectarian approach in “Wycliffe Principles Concerning Fulfillment 

of Government Contracts.” Therein, Townsend explained:  

These self-imposed limitations, insofar as the work among the tribe is 

concerned, have to do with matters that pertain to ordained men. In other 

words, we do not baptize or marry, nor function as pastors or bishops in 

the discipline of new churches, etc. We leave these functions to national 

church leaders or ‘ecclesiastical’ missionaries who may be available. (TA 

940693) 

Accordingly, then, Townsend clarified in a letter to the International Foreign Missions 

Association that “our organization is non-ecclesiastical in nature. We’re dedicated to the 

job of translating the Word of God into the dialects of primitive tribes in most of which 

regular missions are not laboring. This calls for a strong emphasis on the scientific aspect 

of our work” (TA 06944).  

What Townsend had done here was to overcome, for his organization, the state-

church problem in Latin America of the 1930s and 1940s by what could be referred to as 

the un-churching of Bible translation, otherwise know as the “non-sectarian approach.” In 

the words of Townsend, all that SIL was doing was “simply trying to give the underdog a 

chance in his own language, the language he can understand that gets to his heart and 

then serve the government as we help bring these people into the current of national life 

as full fledged citizens, and by serving them, serve our heavenly Father” (943283).42

Chapter Summary 

Despite the high regard and trust Townsend demonstrated in his Indian co-
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translators as noted in the previous chapter, it did not take precedence over his pragmatic 

view of who could actually carry out the finer points of Bible translation and revision. 

Therefore, even though Legters reported that Townsend had discovered at least a few 

Mexican nationals desirous of beginning Bible translation with only some financial 

support, Townsend was of the mind that they would not be able to achieve sufficient 

quality without outside help. Thus, he went ahead with his project to train North 

American missionaries who would go out as linguist-translators to facilitate Bible 

translation in cooperation with the nationals. 

Furthermore, two factors hastened Townsend along the path he had already set 

upon. First, he had noted that the science of linguistics had much to offer the Bible 

translator. This discovery took place late in the 1920s, and, by 1930, he had certainly 

seen the benefits of linguistics. Hence, the creation of Camp Wycliffe, which drew Pike 

and Nida into SIL, leading to the academicizing of SIL. Second, Townsend was already 

predisposed to align with Mexico’s indigenismo project in that he was desirous of 

uplifting and then integrating the Indian into national affairs. Recall that, in 1917, 

Townsend had stated: “Mexico will have to call in the foreigner upon some equitable 

plan” (TA 00146 and 00147). That foreigner had arrived in the person of Townsend 

himself. 

Svelmoe has commented that, “If SIL had been founded in a country with a less 

interested or less developed academy, it may quickly have devoted itself entirely to Bible 

translation and neglected serious linguistics” (561). As it was, SIL ended up with a 

decidedly academic posture, which carried Bible translation out of a purely religious 
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ambit. By construing Bible translation as a scientific endeavor, it stood to reason that it 

would be undertaken by well-educated linguist-translators. To find potential linguists, 

one did not go looking where educated individuals were in very scarce supply. Thus, 

Townsend had little recourse but to reach into that ready repository of educated 

missionary candidates in North America. This was not only a pragmatic solution; it was 

also the most obvious solution to the problem. To have begun by educating the Indians so 

they could eventually translate the Bible would have been a prodigious and cumbersome 

undertaking. The approach that Townsend settled on was far more assured of some 

reasonable chance of success.  

While there may have been Indians wanting to translate the Bible for themselves 

or non-tribal Mexicans wanting to do so for them, SIL was not organized to support these 

kinds of independent efforts. SIL would certainly take advantage of such interest, but it 

would remain firmly in control. Furthermore, even though the Pioneer Mission Agency 

might have supported such independent efforts, it appears that Townsend must have 

convinced Legters that such an approach was inadvisable. Hence, the Camp Wycliffe-SIL 

structure served as conduit for delivering North American linguist-translators into 

Mexico to do Bible translation and linguistic analysis in cooperation with the Mexican 

government. This embryonic structure was created as a response to a specific problem 

and the context in which that problem was situated. As SIL continued to grow and 

expand, little or no thought was given to the idea of nationals joining SIL to do Bible 

translation until at least the late 1960s. This was quite natural for the period in question, 

that is before 1960 or so. In the 1930s to 1950s, the faith mission movement was coming 

 83



 

into full swing in North America producing an abundance of expatriate missionary 

candidates, whereas in Mexico, and even more so in Peru, there was a dearth of educated 

bilingual (in Spanish and an indigenous language) Protestant Christians who could have 

even considered joining an academic organization such as SIL. The unique work of SIL 

with its focus on scholarship simply took the organization in a direction that was not 

amenable to serious considerations of national membership. This was not by design, but 

was rather an unanticipated feature arising from the strategies taken to accommodate the 

Mexican context and the specialized nature of Bible translation.  

Decades later, the situation had changed significantly, and there were educated 

nationals with some access to the necessary financial resources. However, Townsend had 

become convinced that the SIL structure was to be perpetual, and he was not pleased with 

moves to change it by allowing any more than just a few nationals to join SIL. To fully 

understand Townsend’s thinking on this point, it is necessary to comprehend how his 

religious motivations were bound up with the non-sectarian approach in what he saw as a 

God-given methodology that was not to be tampered with. Thus, the next chapter 

examines how Townsend’s religious motivations intersected with his understanding of 

the non-sectarian nature of SIL. 

 

 

 

 

 

 84



 

CHAPTER V 

INTO ALL THE WORLD - PIONEERING 

____________________________________________________ 

“God has called us to Pioneer, pioneer, ever onward, never stopping. Never settling down 
to the big luxurious place – ever pioneering, out into the edges to the last tribe − NOW!” 

Pioneer,” William Cameron Townsend, 1977. 
____________________________________________________ 

Circa 1949, Townsend wrote: “The Bible now speaks in a thousand tongues, it 

must be made to speak in a thousand more and through the scientific linguistic approach 

and with hundreds of consecrated believing pioneers it shall” (TA 942637). SIL was 

never to settle down. Its linguist-translators must always move on. There were still a 

thousand or more languages without the Bible. “And that’s why we’re hammering away,” 

Townsend declared in a 1959 SIL meeting. “How distressing it is,” he lamented, “when 

years go by in some tribes and our folks don’t produce the New Testament for one reason 

or another. And all of five years have gone by and you haven’t produced at least a 

Gospel. Or ten years go by and you don’t have a complete first draft of the whole New 

Testament” (50226). Townsend continued to drum out this kind of stinging rhetoric all of 

his life − urgency and the pioneering spirit were so deeply ingrained in him that he was 

effectively blinded by them. When the day came to consider other ways of working, of 

including nationals in SIL, to Townsend it simply looked like SIL was “passing the buck” 

to others to do the hard pioneering work, and thought that it would slow the advance. 

This chapter is an exploration into Townsend’s sense of urgency and his vision for 

pioneer mission work as a means toward understanding how these religiously-motivated 

beliefs affected his view on where the nationals fit into the SIL scheme. 
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Premillennial Dispensationalism 

In a July 1965 message, Townsend asserted that “I believe that when the church 

of Jesus Christ completes its task and finishes the job and reaches every area of the 

world, every tribe on the face of the earth, and makes it possible for every creature to 

know that Christ died for his sins, then, if not before, Jesus Christ will return to reign on 

this old earth” (TA 50174). While he might question many aspects of missionary thought 

and practice, Townsend took it as objective fact that the Lord would return when the 

Gospel had been preached in all the world. At the SIL International Conference in 1977, 

Townsend once again reiterated his eschatological views:  

And in Revelation 7:9 we read that the results of this worldwide 

evangelization will include some from every language on the face of the 

earth. Every language it says − not just every nation. It says every 

language. [. . .] And when we reach that last tribe with the message of 

salvation, and there are some representatives from that tribe to stand up in 

the Throng of the redeemed, I believe Christ is going to come − if not 

before − I hope he comes tonight. But if he doesn’t come before I believe 

He will come when that last tribe has been reached. (TA 50135)  

Here is the theological impulse for Townsend’s passion to pioneer by taking the 

translated scriptures to every language group in the world. It is not surprising that 

Townsend’s eschatology was essentially predicated upon premillennial dispensationalism 

since he served with the Central American Mission which had been founded by C. I. 

Scofield, and “dispensational truth had been a basic tenet of the Mission from its 
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beginning” (Martin 36). A good example is CAM missionary A. E. Bishop writing in the 

December 15, 1926, edition of the “Cakchiquel News” that, “Time is short. The great 

dispensational clock will soon strike the last time” (TA 46127). Townsend also made 

good use of Scofield’s Reference Bible, which thoroughly detailed Scofield’s version of 

dispensationalism. On the occasion of Scofield’s death in 1921, Townsend wrote of 

Scofield’s Reference Bible: “To those of us who haven’t had a course in a Bible Institute, 

his notes and lessons are invaluable. What a vacuum there would be in my knowledge of 

Biblical truth had I been without them the past four years” (TA 00736). In 1968, 

Townsend wrote to Ben Elson, who had been elected to the position of Executive 

Director of SIL and WBT in 1966, that he “was enjoying Scofield’s notes so much in 

[his] daily readings” that he wanted Elson to find him a copy to send to a Catholic friend 

by the name of “Father Grassi” (TA 26209). Odd as this may seem, it is entirely in 

keeping with Townsend’s ecumenical spirit. 

Scofield was not the only source of dispensational theology for Townsend. In a 

December 1918 letter to his family, Townsend added this note to his brother: “Paul, I 

wish that you could get a book called “Light on Prophecy,” which is the record of the 

Philadelphia Prophetic Conference for you [and] Papa to read [and] the rest of you, too. It 

is fine” (TA 00565). This little volume, “Light on Prophecy,” is a classical example of 

dispensational theology. In addition to the typical doctrinal points of fundamentalist 

theology, the statement of faith for the Conference read: “We believe that our Lord’s 

prophetic Word is at this moment finding remarkable fulfillment; and that it does indicate 

the nearness of the close of this age, and of the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Light 
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on Prophecy 12). This “moment” was at the height of World War I, which weighed 

heavily in the dispensationalists’ prophecy. The Rev. A. E. Thompson, in his presentation 

to the conference proclaimed: “Even before Great Britain took possession of Egypt, there 

were keen sighted seers who foresaw the day when God would use the Anglo-Saxon 

peoples to restore Jerusalem.” This, Thompson added, “is the climax of the ages.” 

Thompson then elaborated: “The capture of Jerusalem indicates that we are at the 

beginning of the end of the declaration of the gospel.” After quoting both Mark 16:15 and 

Matthew 24:14, he charged: “I am here to say that Jesus gave us a thing to do and we 

have not done it [. . .] we loiter.” There was good news, though, and this must have 

warmed Townsend’s heart as he read it: “Some, thank God, are about our master’s 

business. Yonder on the heights of Ecuador a little band are looking over the Andes into 

the heart of South America where millions of Indians are utterly unevangelized [sic]” 

(Thompson 144-156). While much more could be said of these conference proceedings, it 

will suffice to say that Townsend’s recommending it to his family speaks of his 

admiration for the content and teaching contained therein and that those contents are 

thoroughly dispensational. 

 Premillennial dispensationalist theory rested upon a form of Enlightenment 

empiricism, in particular, Baconianism. Contrary to popular opinion, most fundamentalist 

leaders and theologians were not antagonistic towards science, so long as that science 

rested upon observable “facts” and not speculation. The leading expert on American 

fundamentalism, George Marsden, has shown how the fundamentalists went about 

defending the veracity of scripture via a scientific approach couched in Common Sense 
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Realism, which “affirmed their ability to know the facts directly” (56). In their minds, the 

Bible was an “inerrant” source of data. Thus, the Bible was amenable to scientific 

inquiry. “This was,” says Marsden, “a ‘Baconian’ model based on common sense. 

Almost all their apologetic and interpretation of Scripture rested on this foundation” 

(212-15). Therefore, “They were absolutely convinced that all they were doing was 

taking the hard facts of Scripture, carefully arranging and classifying them, and thus 

discovering the clear patterns which Scripture revealed”  (Marsden 56). 

Consequently, fundamentalist theologians systematized Biblical interpretation, 

securing it, they believed, from the onslaughts of Biblical criticism. Based upon their 

systematic inquiry, dispensationalists divided Biblical history into ages or 

“dispensations.” They developed a new epistemological foundation for understanding 

history, a history that was prophetically foreordained by God and fully comprehensible 

by a “scientific” understanding of scripture. They believed that they could scientifically 

decipher the past and predict the future through scripture. The present dispensation of 

“grace” would end with the Second Coming, and this would initiate the millennial reign 

of Christ on earth. In this version of premillennial dispensationalism, “The Lord Christ 

was poised on the battlements of heaven, waiting for the saints to complete their assigned 

task. Once the evangelization of the world was completed, the second advent would 

occur” (Weber 72). Therefore, 

Premillennialists, who held that the preaching of the Gospel to all nations 

was a sign of the end time (Matt 24:14), had every bit as much enthusiasm 

for the evangelization of the world as did the most optimistic 
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postmillennialists, who still ardently hoped and prayed for the conversion 

of the world in their generation. (Marsden 97-98) 

In fact, it would seem that the premillennialists had even more enthusiasm than 

the postmillennialists did. According to Dana Robert, “The ‘imperial age’ of American 

foreign policy coincided with a burst of Protestant enthusiasm for ‘saving’ and 

‘civilizing’ the world’s ‘heathen.’” (29). Accounting for this enthusiasm, Robert states 

that there was a “crisis of missions” afoot. Time was short, and the premillennialists grew 

“impatient with the educational requirements and the social reform emphasized by 

denominational missions because they seemed to be delaying the proclamation of the 

Word and the subsequent gathering in of true believers before time ran out and Jesus 

returned” (32). Robert herein finds one of the impulses that spawned faith missions such 

as SIL: 

Among the many reasons for the rise of independent evangelical missions 

in the 1890s was the popularization of the new mission theories based on 

premillennialism: belief in the imminence of Christ’s Second Coming 

caused the growth of separate evangelical missions and their supporting 

institutions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. (31) 

Of this phenomenon, William R. Hutchison, professor of history and religion at Harvard 

University, speaks of a “sheer momentum” in the growth of missions coming out of the 

late nineteenth century. If mission enthusiasts in the home churches were still in the 

minority, they were nonetheless “zealous, growing in number, confident, and articulate” 

(Hutchinson 91). These new missions, the Sudan Interior Mission, the Africa Inland 
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Mission, and the Central American Mission amongst others emphasized evangelism and 

activism. These attributes were a reflection of their American roots to a great extent. 

According to the eminent missions historian Andrew Walls, there is “a specifically 

American Christianity, an expression of Christian faith formed within and by American 

culture” (18). Walls goes on to elaborate how American Christianity is marked off from 

other forms of Christianity by,  

vigorous expansionism; readiness of invention; a willingness to make the 

fullest use of contemporary technology, finance, organization, and 

business methods; a mental separation of the spiritual and political realms 

combined with a conviction of the superlative excellence, if not the 

universal relevance, of the historic constitution and values of the nation; 

an approach to theology, evangelism, and church life in terms of 

addressing problems and finding solutions. (18) 

These attributes, coupled with a large degree of pragmatism, certainly reflect American 

evangelical tendencies in the early twentieth century, and Townsend is perhaps a classical 

example of what Walls describes. Thus, in a period when the challenges presented by 

modernity were fracturing American evangelicalism, fundamentalists appropriated the 

rationalist paradigm for their own defense. Believing they had established the certainty of 

end-times prophesy upon irrefutable “facts,” action then followed unequivocal belief. 

Apart from the theological motive, Townsend had a natural inclination to pioneer. 

“He was a restless spirit with a large vision; he longed to pioneer, to, in the more recent 

catch phrase, ‘go where no man had gone before’” (Svelmoe 456). Back in 1921, 
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Townsend had written: “My heart just burns to get to the pioneering part of the work 

done in this section so as to be able to go to a more needy field” (TA 00757). Then there 

was the “Air Crusade to the Wild Tribes” that he was pitching from the late 1920s. This 

inclination was further stimulated by Townsend’s association with L. L. Legters. 

Townsend once recalled that “about 1925 he [Legters] went to Brazil and took pictures of 

the Xingu Indians, and I couldn’t forget those Indians, and so I told the Lord at least by 

1927 that I would be glad to pioneer again in a tribe down there.” As yet, his vision was 

still rather circumscribed because he then went on to relate that, “It wasn’t that I had 

1,000 tribes in mind—just one tribe. Then I lost my health, and Mr. Legters came out in 

‘33 [sic] and said I should start with a tribe of Indians in Mexico because they were close, 

and in South America they were very isolated and expensive to reach−it was during the 

depression” (TA 12719). Despite Mexico’s being his first venture beyond Guatemala, 

Townsend could not forget those Xingu Indians of whom he remarked: “fine stalwart 

fellows, not a strip of clothing, but fine expressions on their faces, just anxious to have 

someone come and tell them about God and His love” (TA 40167). This vision would 

propel Townsend and SIL into Peru in the late 1940s and then around the world. 

 Keswick Theology 

 The 1948 version of Wycliffe and SIL’s “Principles and Practices” stated: 

The methods of WBT are the methods of pioneers. WBT is seeking the 

little tribes, the lost tribes, the remote, the unreached, the unnoticed 

peoples of the world. To do this requires the greatest fortitude, 

consecration, patience, and skill. It means living in tiny remote native 
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villages instead of big civilized centers. [. . .] It means grave risks and 

appalling cost to reach the farthest fragments of humanity on this globe. 

(TA 41458) 

The rhetoric found here is a classical example of another aspect of early twentieth-

century fundamentalism – Keswick theology.  

 If premillennial dispensationalism was the rational side of fundamentalism, then 

Keswick theology represents its antithesis. Marsden wrote that, “Dispensationalism and 

Keswick teachings were two sides of the same movement.” Therefore, it is not surprising 

that, in addition to dispensationalism, according to Marsden, “C. I. Scofield, [. . .] more 

or less canonized Kewick teachings in his Reference Bible.” The Keswick slogan “Let go 

and let God” implied that if one surrendered fully to the power of God such abandon 

would allow the Holy Spirit to “fill” the believer with power over sin and for good works. 

Speaking of this power, Marsden wrote of A. C. Dixon, who “employed a common 

analogy with electricity and the power of the dynamo.43 ‘God’s power is like the Niagara 

current,’ said Dixon. ‘Faith is the connecting wire between the battery of God’s power 

and the hearts of men’” (Marsden 79-80). This was a theology of supernaturalism that 

transcended science; here, one was tapping into God’s providence over the natural world. 

Obviously, there was a contradiction between the rationalist and religious modes of 

thought in fundamentalism. Marsden has commented on this, stating that: “There is no 

explaining this paradox except to observe that it is in conformity with recurrent conflicts 

in fundamentalism as that of the head and the heart” (61). 

 According to Joel Carpenter, historian and director of the Nagel Institute for the 
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Study of World Christianity at Calvin College, the Keswick “movement,” variously 

known as the “Victorious Christian Life” or “Higher Christian Life,” had its roots in the 

“holiness movement.” It took its name from a holiness conference held in Keswick, 

England, in 1875 and was “widely disseminated by D. L. Moody’s associates.” Amongst 

twentieth century Keswick promoters, Carpenter mentions Charles Trumbull (editor of 

the “Sunday School Times”) and Robert C. McQuilken (founder and president of 

Columbia Bible College), both in Townsend’s circle of associates (Revive 81). Marsden 

sees an even wider influence, recounting that in “the years just before World War I, when 

Keswick and other holiness teaching flourished, the personal piety, optimism, and 

activism that characterized these movements might well have been taken for the 

overwhelming dominant traits of conservative American Protestantism generally” (101).  

Therefore, as widespread as the Keswick movement was, it was almost inevitable 

that Townsend would be influenced by it. In fact, he became part of an interlocking group 

of Keswick exponents like McQuilken, who was himself a staunch advocate of Camp 

Wycliffe. Townsend once reported in an interview that it was at a Victorious Life 

Conference where McQuilken was speaking that L. L. Legters was introduced to 

Keswick teaching, and, thence, Legters himself became an avid promoter of Keswick 

theology. Then, in 1920, again, according to Townsend, McQuilken and Howard 

Dinwiddie (co-founder of the PMA and a Keswick speaker), visited Guatemala where 

Townsend made their acquaintance. Subsequently, Townsend invited Dinwiddie to speak 

at the Cakchiquel Conference in 1921. In turn, Dinwiddie suggested Legters as a better 

choice. Legters accepted, and it is through this connection that Townsend met Legters 
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(TA 43539). Townsend continued to maintain contact with all three of these men in the 

ensuing years.44

 Carpenter has also shown how peer pressure from Keswick devotees could be 

unremitting when enthusiastic Bible College students tried to excite the uncommitted. In 

the Bible Colleges, a student was constantly confronted with the need to “consecrate” 

himself or herself fully to the Lord with arduous Christian service providing evidence of 

having done so. The “call” to missions acted as a seal of approval and garnered 

admiration from one’s colleagues and one’s church. Strong institutional encouragement 

and peer pressure were certainly effective. Carpenter relates that, “The potent 

combination of Keswick piety and missionary idealism, brought together in the hothouse 

environment of Bible schools, made North American fundamentalism a leading recruiter 

of twentieth-century missionaries” (Revive 80-84). These recruits were often spiritually 

energized and wanted to prove their courage and fortitude. One way of doing this was to 

live by faith, total dependence upon God. The new independent faith missions afforded 

them every opportunity. SIL, as a new faith mission, was ideally situated to catch its 

share of these students coming out of the Bible Colleges.  

Therefore, writes Carpenter, “The ‘total surrender’ of one’s life to God that 

formed the heart of Keswick teaching offered faith missionaries the courage they needed 

for dangerous ‘inland’ missions and the humility, trust, and unselfishness they required to 

serve with agencies that directed their lives but did not guarantee their salaries” (Once 

Delivered 119). Clearly, the statement above from Wycliffe and SIL’s “Principles and 

Practices” was at once typical of fundamentalism as well as representative of the 
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organizations’ own ethos. It would be hard to overestimate the effects of Keswick 

theology on Townsend and SIL in these formative years. For Townsend, it meant looking 

over the horizon to the next field of endeavor, and for SIL it meant recruiting 

“consecrated” and spiritually ambitious young women and men ready to test their faith on 

the frontiers away from any established mission work. The impress of Keswick theology 

lent to SIL an organizational culture that esteemed the rugged pioneering linguist-

translator who left civilization to go to the primitive tribes where the measure of success 

was a completed New Testament. Moreover, this high spirituality and ambitious desire 

born out of Keswick theology to serve, to go, and to prove oneself on the “foreign field” 

helped to maintain the center-periphery mission paradigm. “Thus,” as Carpenter explains, 

“the Keswick holiness ideal of ‘my utmost for His highest’ worked in tandem with the 

faith missions’ drive to penetrate the ‘regions’ beyond.’” (Once Delivered 121-22).  

Ecclesiology and Non-Sectarianism 

Townsend’s view that the Indian believers must stand on their own in church 

affairs only grew stronger with time and experience. In 1959, he wrote, “We produce 

translations, and turn them over to the other organizations in pioneer areas where we go, 

press toward the goal of a self-supporting, self-propagating and self-directing church in 

each tribe to use the translations we produce” (TA 06979). In 1977, Townsend reminded 

his SIL colleagues of this minimalist approach: “Personally, I believe that our task, in 

addition to linguistic research, is threefold: first, to produce first-time translations of 

portions of the Scriptures. I’ve always said that; two, to teach some of the local language 

group to read the Scriptures; and third, to lead at least some of them to the saving 
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knowledge of Christ.” Therefore, he added, “It is my conviction that a team should move 

on to a new Bibleless language group when it has accomplished these three goals. [. . .] A 

handful of believers with God’s Word to feed upon and the Holy Spirit in their hearts to 

strengthen and lead them are safe” (TA 950711).  

This minimalist approach to mission had its detractors, but Townsend persistently 

defended this method, for it facilitated his ongoing vision. Speaking to staff and students 

at the SIL campus in Norman, Oklahoma, in 1960, Townsend said: “One of the criticisms 

that is brought against us is that we win converts, translate the Bible for them, and then 

go on. [. . .] But we say that is our plan and that is the program, so people say ‘Oh, you 

leave those believers orphans.’” This did not bother Townsend, and he went on to say 

that, “They have God’s Word and they have men trained to read God’s Word and women 

[sic]. God has promised gifts to His churches and He keeps His promises. He raises up 

leaders from amongst their own number. He gives to those leaders the Holy Spirit.” 

Finally, he added, “Do you know, my experience has been He does the job better when 

missionaries don’t stay around too long so that the people get to leaning on the 

missionary” (TA 50222). Three years later, in 1963, Townsend seems to have 

contradicted himself by stating that the Cakchiquel New Testament “has never been used 

a great deal in the pulpits of the native churches.” Townsend then explained why this was 

so: “Had I continued among the Cakchiquels, it would have been introduced with great 

advantage into the public life of the church but as you know, God had other things for me 

to do” (TA 21396).45 He made no mention of why the Holy Spirit did not fill the gap in 

his absence. Nevertheless, Townsend stayed by his minimalist missiology and continued 
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to press translators to move on when they completed the New Testament. The pioneering 

impulse was just too strong for him to endorse staying longer. 

Patently evident in Townsend’s thought is the influence of evangelical biblicism, 

especially in its strong fundamentalist form. Marsden has pointed out that: “Like the 

Puritans, the dispensationalists were strongly oriented towards the printed word, 

eschewing the mysterious in both exposition and worship. They assumed a literate 

audience who could follow the exposition of the text and study it on their own” (60-61). 

Therefore, putting the translated scriptures before a literate Indian would produce results 

without significant missionary input. The underlying epistemological basis for such 

thought was again that of Common Sense Realism. According to Marsden, “Strict 

Calvinism had maintained the human mind was blinded in mankind’s Fall from 

innocence; in the Common Sense version, the intellect seemed to suffer from a slight 

astigmatism only. Moreover, one of the first dictates of Common Sense philosophy was 

that individuals were moral agents capable of free choice.” Therefore, teaching the 

Indians to read and giving them a Bible would presumably offer them access to the self-

evident truths of the Bible since “the perspicuity of Scripture” rendered the truths therein 

readily apparent (Marsden 16). Such belief, Marsden adds, grew out of a “strong tradition 

in America that the Bible in the hands of the common person was of greater value than 

any amount of education” (212). Townsend certainly would have agreed with such a 

statement, and his thinking evidences this kind of populist approach to biblical theology. 

According to Townsend, SIL’s non-sectarian approach was “non-ecclesiastical.” 

Not only must SIL leave as soon as the translation was completed, but during the 
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members’ sojourn in the village, SIL linguist translators were not to assume any clerical 

functions. Writing to the Secretary of the Missions Committee of the Independent 

Fundamentalist Churches of America in 1957, Townsend explained: 

We have found that the most practical and efficient way in foreign lands, 

especially in countries where we have to buck up against an official state 

religion such as Romanism or Mohamadinism [sic] is to work under the 

sponsorship of the government itself. As missionary scientists we can do 

this. [. . .] These contracts give us open doors in spite of the antagonism of 

the state religion and do not limit our ministry in any way as long as we do 

our Bible teaching in the Indian language and avoid ecclesiastical 

functions such as baptising [sic] and pastoring. (TA 12845) 

Townsend went on to explain just what it was that SIL was doing: “We do translate the 

Bible, teach the Bible, engage constantly in personal work and develop groups of 

believers among tribesmen.” Therefore, it was not as if SIL were non-religious or that it 

did not engage in evangelization: it did. Yet, as Townsend pointed out, “We must not 

make the groups denominational, however, for the governments expect us to be 

undenominational as well as non-ecclesiastical” (TA 12845). Furthermore, Townsend 

added, “we try to avoid linking with ecclesiastical groups directly in any way which 

would make us an ecclesiastical power” (TA 50715). Reinforcing this position, SIL 

would even leave its buildings to the government and not, in the words of Townsend, the 

“ecclesiastical machine” when SIL completed its work. In fact, such was essentially 

mandated by the contracts that SIL signed with governments. Townsend related to SIL 
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students in 1959: “We have some preventatives in Wycliffe to avoid settling down. [. . .] 

Our base in Peru−we told the government that when we finished the job we’re going to 

give it to the government. No temptation to stay in that beautiful spot in Yarinacocha 

because we promised that when we finished our job, we would give it to the government” 

(TA 50226).46

Chapter Summary 

Premillennial dispensationalism, Keswick theology, and views on national church 

independence were all linked to Townsend’s understanding of national involvement, 

which, in turn, contributed to how the nationals were situated vis-à-vis SIL. Premillennial 

dispensationalism engendered a sense of urgency, leaving Townsend and SIL reticent of 

long-term commitments. Keswick theology undergirded the faith principle and worked to 

fill the ranks of SIL with “consecrated” missionary-linguists, thereby obscuring the role 

of nationals. And the principle of ecclesiastical independence limited SIL members’ 

involvement in local church affairs and concomitantly limited national Christians’ 

membership in SIL. Each of these religious elements, in differing degrees, tended to 

reinforce the nature of the non-sectarian policy in SIL’s early development.  

SIL’s being a “scientific” organization, and its linguist-translators, having 

dispensed with the missionary nomenclature meant, that SIL need not become entangled 

with ecclesiastical affairs or sectarian biases, freeing the organization to move on when it 

had completed its task. Since it was Townsend’s assumption that ten to fifteen years were 

enough time to complete a New Testament, then SIL need not linger indefinitely in any 

one country. This would eventually make Townsend very reticent to have nationals as 
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SIL members, for they would then be inextricably linked to SIL, making it difficult to 

sever these ties when SIL left. To overcome this problem, he would come to argue that 

nationals should have their own separate organizations that would remain when SIL 

departed. This assumption likewise affected his thinking on development projects. He 

had aligned with Mexico’s indigenismo project, and, in Peru, SIL had become heavily 

involved in education; nevertheless, there were limits to how much he would let this 

interfere with his grand project of pioneering Bible translation. Townsend reported to the 

Board of Directors in 1977 that, “I would like to see our translators move on to a second 

Bibleless tribe as soon as the New Testament has been published and at least ten people 

in the first tribe have learned to read. When this goal is reached it should be dropped into 

the lap of the national government” (TA 32598). What should be “dropped into the lap of 

the government”?: SIL’s development projects, literacy, and linguistic research, since 

“we [SIL] can’t be tied up indefinitely with these tasks that are, as regards us, primarily 

to get the doors open” (TA 50135). 

It was at first the Mexican and then later the Peruvian contexts that compelled 

Townsend to ever more radical constraints to protect SIL’s status as a non-sectarian 

organization. He had to maintain not only the appearance of, but also the reality of, a 

non-ecclesiastical posture lest SIL lose its privileged position. Thus, by the 1940s, 

Townsend’s stance on this matter was far more than a desire for independent national 

churches. It was, by then, a vital factor in SIL’s ongoing viability in Latin America. The 

non-sectarian approach had become essential for SIL’s very survival. Thus, to invite large 

numbers of nationals to join SIL could potentially endanger SIL’s very existence since it 
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could be construed as interference in local affairs. In time, there would be calls for 

changing the non-sectarian policy to allow large numbers of nationals to join SIL as 

members. Townsend would come to argue that such changes threatened his vision for SIL 

and what he saw as SIL’s divine mandate. 

According to Townsend, SIL’s structure was God given. The structure and 

program were, in his mind, of divine origin and thus not open for discussion. In a 1968 

interview, Otis Leal, longtime SIL member and former Deputy Director of SIL, related 

the following on this aspect of Townsend’s thinking: “One thing is that he [Townsend] is 

utterly convinced that God wanted the 1,000 tongue[s] (at that time) to be reached and 

that God was going to do it. He had an utter conviction that Wycliffe [SIL] was God’s 

program.” Leal then went on to state: “This was something on which you couldn’t argue 

or reason with him and which circumstances made no difference. [. . .] He wouldn’t 

accept no for an answer on the major points of the program” (TA 43682). Townsend’s 

“utter conviction” that he was acting on behalf of God caused him to go on the defensive 

in the 1970s when discussions arose over changing some of these “points of the 

program.” He thought that bringing large numbers of nationals into SIL would endanger 

SIL’s non-sectarian position thereby undermining his vision to complete the Bible 

translation task “in this generation.” Townsend’s intransigence on this issue is the subject 

of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER VI 

TOWNSEND ON THE DEFENSIVE – THE ROLE OF NATIONALS IN SIL 

____________________________________________________ 

“We’re not to be colonial powers. We’re not to try to re-introduce any kind of 
pressure” William Cameron Townsend 1977. 

____________________________________________________ 

In the 1970s, the subjects of training nationals and of nationals joining SIL 

became major topics of discussion within the organization. A working paper outlining the 

issue entitled, “Dewesternization of WBT/SIL,” was presented at the 1977 Wycliffe 

Bible Translators and Summer Institute of Linguistics Conference. According to this 

working paper, the primary impulse driving the discussion of expanding national 

membership in SIL was “an increasing demand that nationals do most of the work and 

[receive] most of the credit” by the national governments under which SIL worked. This 

would not have been an issue, as the work paper stated, except for the fact that SIL was 

“still almost completely a western organization.” A secondary impulse motivating the 

discussion was the growth of the church in countries where SIL was at work. For 

instance, the “strength and vigor of the Brazilian church” was cited as an example, and 

“the possibility of that church fielding its own translators” was mentioned. These external 

factors, according to the paper, emphasized the need for SIL to become both 

internationalized and indigenized. Internationalization simply meant that SIL should 

actively recruit nationals and open its membership to nationals. Indigenization, on the 

other hand, meant “that the work done in country X be done mainly by citizens of 

[country] X” (TA 934486). The above named factors, coupled with rising education 
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levels amongst non-western peoples, the politics of post-colonialism, and advances in 

anthropology kept the topic of how to train and integrate nationals from Latin America, 

Asia, and Africa into the North American dominated structure of SIL on the agenda.47  

There were six potential solutions to these problems proposed in the paper 

“Dewesternization of WBT/SIL.” Employment of nationals was one. The establishment 

of national fraternal organizations was another. These fraternal national organizations 

would be “independent, self-supporting, [and] self-governing national Bible translation 

organizations.” Next, “internationalization” was proposed, that is the “recruiting and 

training of [nationals to become] WBT/SIL members in third-world countries.” The last 

three proposed solutions revolved around structural changes to SIL. The first of these 

proposals was to make the various SIL country-level branches semi-independent thereby 

allowing them to “give full SIL branch membership to any local national they choose,” 

rather than keeping SIL dependent upon WBT as a conduit for members. The second 

proposal suggested putting expatriate members of SIL “under the full jurisdiction of a 

national organization.” Third, was the idea of “SIL/WBT [members] resigning from 

WBT/SIL and joining a national organization” (TA 934486). These solutions embodied 

two general concepts, the establishment of national Bible translation organizations, with 

the possibility of transferring expatriate members to those national organizations, thereby 

maintaining the present character of SIL. The alternative concept aimed to change the 

makeup of SIL by broadening its membership to include nationals. As we will see, 

Townsend argued for the former, not wanting to broaden the membership of SIL, while 

others maintained that SIL membership should be expanded to include large numbers of 
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nationals. This complex issue arising in the late 1960s is worthy of a study in its own 

right. However, the scope of the present study limits the focus to Townsend’s response to 

this state of affairs.48

Before launching into the reasons for Townsend’s reticence over having large 

numbers of nationals in SIL, it is important to mention three significant facts. First is that 

Townsend was not arguing against nationals becoming involved in Bible translation or 

that no nationals whatsoever should ever be members of SIL. He was, in fact, favorable 

towards a small number of nationals joining SIL as members. Indeed, by this time there 

were a number of nationals serving with SIL as full members and with Townsend’s 

enthusiastic endorsement such as Artemisa Echegoyen Gleason, a non-tribal Mexican, 

Maria Villalobos, a Zapotec Indian, and Jose Estrella, a Peruvian ladino.49 Recall that it 

was allowing “large numbers” of nationals into SIL that concerned Townsend, so he was 

by no means shutting the door on national membership. Thus, even as Townsend was 

arguing against large-scale national membership in SIL, he was favorable towards 

additional national membership on a small scale. Indeed, Townsend wrote to Ben Elson 

in 1971 saying that he would like to have nationals as members and specifically 

mentioned the Totonac Indian, Manual Arenas, who, as noted above, was one of Herman 

Aschmann’s co-translators who went on to get a western education in the U.S. and 

Europe. Hence, Townsend championed the idea of a few nationals of outstanding ability 

joining SIL, but continued to argue that, if large numbers wished to join, they should 

move towards forming their own organizations (TA 28429). 

Second, Townsend was favorably disposed towards the training of nationals in 
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linguistics as well as in other technical skills. In Townsend’s letter to Elson referred to 

above, Townsend related that he was trying to get SIL pilots to train some nationals as 

pilots, even offering five-hundred dollars from the director’s fund to support any attempt 

along these lines. Unfortunately, his attempts to get a national pilot trained were “thus far 

without success” although he did not mention why (TA 28429). Townsend also lamented 

the problems inherent in such an approach because he saw potential conflicts with the 

non-sectarian policy and thus, once again, he preferred to “help them [the nationals] form 

societies with which we [SIL] can cooperate” (TA 50123). The main point to grasp is that 

Townsend was decidedly positive on the training of nationals. 

Third, it must be understood that Townsend was no longer the General Director of 

SIL, having resigned from this post in 1971 (TA 28254), although he still exerted 

substantial influence in the organization. Even when Townsend was General Director, his 

authority over the organization that he founded was checked by the fact that he 

functioned under an executive committee of elected members. In fact, Townsend had 

insisted upon this structure, voluntarily placing himself under the executive committee 

(Steven, Doorway 75-76). Therefore, Townsend had led more by persuasion than by 

decree even while General Director. After his resigning the post of General Director, 

Townsend nonetheless kept abreast of events and certainly made his opinions known. 

In a March of 1977 letter to the SIL and WBT membership, Townsend set forth 

his views on nationals joining SIL as members on an equal basis with North American 

and European members. Townsend began by stating the issue: “The idea has been 

expressed that nationals, both tribal and non-tribal, should be taken into membership in 
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our SIL/WBT organization in large numbers.” Townsend immediately linked this issue to 

pioneering, stating: “Personally, I feel that we should leave a tribe as soon as it has 

received the complete New Testament, some have learned to read and some have been 

led to Christ. A national organization would probably continue longer” (TA 33851). This 

point becomes clear when we understand that Townsend understood the improbability of 

indigenous co-translators leaving their localities and going on to serve elsewhere when 

SIL moved on to other tribes and countries. Most, if not all, indigenous peoples would 

wish to remain with their own tribe and, non-tribal peoples, within their own country. 

What would SIL then do with the nationals who had joined SIL when SIL finally left the 

country? They could not be just “dropped in the lap” of the government like development 

projects. Thus, Townsend’s solution was for them to have their own organization. Of this, 

he stated: “The nationals, however, should have their own separate organization that 

would have no problems about remaining” (TA 33851). 

Townsend then argued that these new national organizations should remain free 

from SIL oversight. He did not want to have SIL, as a foreign organization, controlling 

the national organization. Therefore, according to Townsend, any national organization 

“would naturally make its own decisions regarding standards for membership, discipline, 

funding, etc.” The pertinent issue on Townsend’s mind was how to avoid the appearance 

of SIL manifesting a colonial attitude. He understood that cross-cultural tensions would 

arise with a mixed membership leading to accusations of paternalism. To avoid conflict, 

he simply thought it best to keep nationals and expatriates apart at the organizational 

level. Specifically, Townsend stated: “SIL/WBT would help [the local organization] in 
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various ways as long as we [SIL] were in the country, but we would not get ourselves 

into a position where foreign members were outvoting and thus bossing nationals and 

viceversa [sic]” (TA 33851). 

Townsend not only insisted that nationals should form their own organizations 

rather than join SIL as members, he also even invited SIL members who could not 

reconcile themselves to his model for the organization to leave and start their own 

organizations. In his “Founder’s Reminders” he addressed this particular issue stating:  

The request that has come from our Papua New Guinea and Bolivian 

Branches for us to consider doing away with the SIL/WBT system into 

which God led us at the start and has blessed so signally over the years, 

shows a most lamentable failure to understand or willingness to abide in 

the path of non-sectarianism. Perhaps the time has come for members in 

any Branch who feel strongly opposed to the SIL/WBT approach, and the 

care that it requires, to pull out and start their own organization. I would 

beg them to do that rather than to wreck ours. (TA 42282) 

As Otis Leal had said in 1968, Townsend believed that the SIL/WBT program was 

“God’s program.” He plainly expressed his feeling here, leaving no doubt about what he 

thought of those who did not agree with him. As such, Townsend said, “Any of our 

members who wanted to work with” a national organization rather than SIL “should 

resign and be under its supervision, and the department of the government under which 

we work should be informed of the change so that the new sectarianism was not ours” 

(TA 42282). In other words, if a member did not like the system he or she should leave, 
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join the national organization, and let the government know that this expatriate was no 

longer with SIL. It would not do to have SIL mixed up in local affairs, thought 

Townsend. 

In 1975 Townsend wrote to Ben Elson on the religious ramifications of nationals 

joining SIL:  

To take many tribal evangelicals into our membership would emphasize 

our religious image more than ever. Not only would we appear to be 

discriminating against atheists, muslims [sic], or Roman Catholics, but we 

would be related in the thinking of the public to local church problems in 

which some of these tribal members might get involved. (TA 32598) 

Hence, we see that Townsend argued against nationals in SIL in order to avoid violating 

the policy on non-sectarianism and the non-ecclesiastical posture of SIL.  

Townsend also linked the national issue to ecclesiastical independence. 

“Missionary experience all over the world for many years,” Townsend once again 

reiterated, “has shown that the national churches should be self-directing, self-supporting 

and self-propagating. We need to very carefully avoid getting into a position where our 

expatriate members would be disciplining nationals or be responsible for their support.” 

Here is evidence that he saw a direct connection between bringing nationals into SIL and 

interference in the local church. Obviously, for Townsend, this was unacceptable. 

Therefore, when it came to engaging nationals in Bible translation, it had to be restricted 

to the model he had set up going into Mexico. “We can employ on an individual basis as 

informants [that is co-translators], mechanics, carpenters, printers, and other helpers as 
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we have always done,” said Townsend, “but when a national Bible translation agency is 

formed, it should be strictly independent from us” (TA 42282).  

Here we have something of a conundrum. Townsend did not want nationals 

joining SIL as full members with the same status as expatriates, but he did not mind 

hiring them as employees. This appears to evidence a colonialist or imperialist mentality. 

What was it that distinguished these two spheres of involvement in Townsend’s mind? 

This is a difficult question, but the answer likely resides in his understanding of non-

sectarianism. Employees were merely that: they could not vote at SIL branch meetings or 

at SIL international conferences. They worked their allotted time and departed. To be a 

member meant that one was fully integrated into SIL. It was the depth or magnitude of 

the relationship that mattered. An employee was only casually linked to SIL whereas a 

member would be embedded into the structure. The latter, in Townsend’s mind, 

constituted a transgression of the non-sectarian policy. Moreover, that SIL was expected 

to move on meant that ties to the local community had to remain tenuous. To invite 

nationals into SIL implied that they were as mobile as the expatriate and would move on 

when the translation of the New Testament was finished. This was very doubtful and 

Townsend knew it. Thus, he did not want to be pulled into relationships that he felt SIL 

could not sustain. One gets the sense from reading Townsend’s letters and speeches that 

he mainly wanted to keep SIL free to pioneer and that he thought integrating nationals 

into SIL would lead to enduring relationships that would mire SIL in local ecclesiastical 

affairs. 

Longtime SIL member Earl Adams, who served in Mexico from 1948-1963 and 
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as the Guatemala Branch Director 1952-1957, offers some insight into this issue that can 

help us better understand what Townsend was thinking. Adams relates that Townsend 

“was very strong in his conviction (and practice) that we expats [SIL members] are guests 

in the countries where we serve. If nationals were to become members, they would be 

subject to the ‘control’ and disciplinary procedures of the [western] membership. That 

should never be. We serve them but never manage them in the ways that members are 

managed.”50 Townsend was concerned that bringing nationals into SIL would naturally 

lead to situations where expatriates would exercise control over nationals. He could not 

tolerate such relationships for they contradicted his basic understanding of nationals 

remaining independent, and he feared that his own colleagues would not treat nationals as 

equals. Townsend lamented in May of 1975: “I’ve seen letters during the past few 

months which to me reveal a spirit of imperialism, of Wycliffe [SIL] bossing as to who 

should do the translation work [. . .]. Wycliffe laying down the rules and regulations, and 

Wycliffe is a foreign organization in these lands. And that is imperialism [sic]” (TA 

50742). 

Townsend had an antidote for this problem of “imperialism” – he called it 

“service to all” (TA 03491). Just as in Guatemala, he still believed in genuine friendship. 

In 1971, he called service and friendship “one of the greatest secrets” that had “opened 

doors for” SIL (TA 50745). From very early on, Townsend was championing “service to 

all” as a way to lower SIL’s profile. “Be with people,” he pleaded; “Identify yourself 

with them. Seek ways of helping them, yes, but first of all be a friend” (TA 50750). 

Those who knew Townsend almost universally agree that his multitude of friendships 
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from peasants to presidents was genuine. More than one of his still living colleagues 

pointed out, during the course of this research, that it was often the case that the lower 

one’s social status, the more friendly Townsend was towards them. It is important to keep 

this aspect of Townsend in view when considering his approach to national involvement, 

for it provides a corrective balance. Forgetting his empathy and concern obscures the full 

dimensions of his thought on national involvement. 

Townsend’s views on who was primarily responsible to evangelize the world 

through Bible translation had changed only slightly from his days in Guatemala and 

Mexico. Townsend agreed that if there were three thousand languages still needing 

translation, then two thousand should be undertaken by SIL, using his methods. The other 

thousand could be done by nationals under their own organizations, but this would be 

slow going with “many snags” (TA 42282). Thus, national organizations could 

contribute, but the majority of the task would continue to rest upon expatriates from the 

West. He said as much when replying to a letter from Ben Elson in 1971. Quoting his 

response to Elson at length is useful, for it concisely sets out Townsend’s view on the 

subject:  

Your desire to start efforts ‘in training, organizing and using national 

translators’ is very plausible, but I doubt very much that, even though the 

undertaking which would call for not only finances but also outstanding 

personnel, would produce results that would make a vital contribution to 

raising up of a sizable number of [national] translators in less than ten or 

fifteen years. To me, the efforts that have been made thus far, and they 
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have been made, are very discouraging, and I would not expect our 

translation needs for 2000 tribes to be solved even to a ten percent degree 

by such an approach. What we need to do and expect are hundreds of 

recruits from countries like Scandanavia [sic], Japan, Great Britain, New 

Zealand, Australia, and America, as well as, of course, several countries of 

Europe and South Africa. (TA 28429)  

This reply should not be taken as evidence of Townsend’s lack of empathy or friendship 

for the nationals since that would be to miss the point altogether. It was simply a 

pragmatic appraisal of what Townsend thought the nationals could conceivably achieve 

at that time. He was in a hurry − the “dispensational clock” was ticking. Thus, Townsend 

could not wait for the Two-Thirds World peoples to catch up. 

Finally, Townsend characterized this movement to engage nationals more fully in 

SIL as “passing the buck.” In the form of a prayer, Townsend asked: “Is the day of 

foreigners doing pioneer Bible translation work in the past?” A rising tide of nationalism 

was making it difficult to get visas and to even remain in other countries where SIL was 

established. There were calls to “let the national do it” while SIL supplied training and 

financial support (TA 42677). For Townsend, this smacked of failure and evidenced a 

lack of spiritual willpower. Nationalism need not be a barrier if SIL members would only 

do as he had always done, that is, serve the national governments and local peoples. Had 

he not gotten into Mexico so many years before using just this kind of approach? “What I 

consider ‘passing the buck’ to the nationals is not necessary,” said Townsend, “if we get 

back to making ourselves nationals. Can we, working arm-in-arm with local language-
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speaking informants, still be of help in getting the worldwide job done?” (TA 42282). 

There was no reason to think that SIL could not continue anywhere in the world. After 

all, Townsend said, “If we love them all and serve them all, and help them all, why our 

God will do the rest” (TA 50124). “I hope,” Townsend wrote in 1976, “that we will 

realize that the situations we call ‘new’ and ‘changed’ and ‘different’ should be 

approached exactly the way we approached the one in Mexico and the one in Peru, and 

God will open the doors” (TA 50734). Townsend was emphatic; the model he had 

constructed to gain entry into Mexico was still valid, God-given, and in no need of 

revision. 
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CONCLUSION 

From the day he set foot in Central America, Cameron Townsend felt a certain 

sympathy for the beleaguered Indians and his expressions of empathy for them mark the 

first instance of his identifying the indigenous population for special missionary emphasis 

and activity. His travels and relationship with Francisco Díaz, along with his discovery of 

the language barrier, set in motion a vision that was forevermore the driving force of 

Townsend’s ambition. Once he came to understand the needs of the indigenous peoples, 

he never relented in his attempts to help them. His ambition to serve the indigenous and 

minority peoples of the world was life-long. Despite his positive view of these indigenous 

peoples, he would argue against their joining his organization in large numbers.  

The first step towards the formation of Townsend’s views on the place of 

nationals in SIL was his assessment that national congregations and believers should be 

independent from outside control. Therefore, as Townsend saw it, the integration of 

nationals into SIL would trample upon their ecclesiastical independence. He did not want 

nationals coming under the thumb of a foreign organization, arguing that paternalism 

would soon follow. In part, this led him to dichotomize the roles of the expatriate 

missionary and that of the national evangelist. Henceforth, he conceived of the expatriate 

missionary as one who would be a temporary trainer or facilitator. Then, once the 

nationals had been trained and equipped, they could stand alone, and the expatriate 

missionary could move on to pioneer. This adaptation of Townsend’s thought set the 

stage for his particular conceptualization of non-sectarianism that had developed out of 

his experience in Mexico. As we have seen, non-sectarianism had profound ramifications 
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for national involvement in SIL since Townsend understood SIL to be a foreign 

organization over against the local community and church. Therefore, bringing large 

numbers of nationals into SIL as members would have violated the principle of non-

sectarianism in Townsend’s mind. Accordingly, then, Townsend saw limits on the 

number of nationals who could become members since there was always the danger of 

violating the non-sectarian policy. 

The Mexican context was an almost perfect fit for Townsend’s already extant 

philosophy of mission. Arguably, his strategy for Bible translation in Mexico was an 

efficient strategy that successfully addressed the context in which he found himself at the 

time, and which, in turn, led to the unique model of mission represented by SIL. In the 

initial years of SIL’s work in Mexico, Townsend’s group met with success as Pike and 

Nida ensured that SIL lived up to its name. The casting of Bible translation as science 

and the academic nature of SIL soon became necessities and not optional. The proven 

utility of the strategy was not lost on Townsend, and he took it as divinely ordained. After 

Townsend’s successful interaction with the indigenismo project of Mexico, it was natural 

that he came to see the SIL approach as a way to fulfill his eschatological vision. 

Thereafter, no one could deter him from advancing in almost linear fashion.  

Thus, the success of the SIL model made it all the more difficult for Townsend to 

contemplate change when external pressures were brought to bear in the post-1960’s era. 

When SIL leaders and administrators began to suggest changes, they were, in 

Townsend’s mind, effectively going against God’s will. SIL was a tool, a specially 

designed tool, which was not to be tinkered with. Other organizations and strategies 
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could certainly be employed, but Townsend argued that SIL had to remain in the 

configuration that he had set in place in the 1930s and 1940s. Advocates of 

internationalization argued that this was an organizational configuration that was not 

amenable to nationals joining SIL due to its academic standards, western bias, pioneering 

strategy, non-sectarian nature, and membership criteria. Townsend countered that efforts 

to internationalize would violate the non-sectarian policy, impede progress, and 

undermine the continued success of his approach that had worked so well in the past.  

Townsend’s confidence in his model was also buttressed by his conviction that 

western nations were the principal parties responsible for world evangelization. This 

point of view is not difficult to understand for it is evident that, in North America and 

Europe, economic prosperity, technology, and modern organizational principles coupled 

with evangelical fervor produced a potent combination capable of deploying and 

sustaining an energetic missionary force around the globe. Many in western Christendom 

came to see the supposed superiority of the West as divinely ordained. The great 

Christian center in the West was obligated to evangelize the “heathen” world on the 

periphery of Christendom. This worldview was certainly reflected in Townsend’s actions 

and rhetoric. In his mind, Christians of the developed nations had a special responsibility 

for pioneer evangelization and Bible translation in the less-developed world. For 

Townsend, to pass the burden on to the less-developed peoples was to “pass the buck.” 

This was to shirk from a task that Townsend saw as non-negotiable for SIL. Therefore, 

when his non-sectarian strategy came into conjunction with his concept of western 

providential responsibility, there was no room for maneuver or change of strategy, for it 
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is clear from the historical record that Townsend was not ready to shortchange his 

program by waiting for Christians in lesser-developed nations to take up the mantle of 

Bible translation. It is also this aspect of Townsend’s approach to mission that is tinged 

with an underlying cultural imperialism that would have been offensive had it not been 

outweighed by his positive attributes of empathy, real friendship, and devotion to the 

poor and repressed peoples of the world.  

Looking back at the progression of Townsend’s philosophy of mission, it is clear 

that much of his thinking was simply a pragmatic adaptation to the situations in which he 

found himself. He certainly did not feel overly constrained by the extant mission theories 

and practices. After his wandering the trails with Díaz and working outside the normal 

mission structures, he was not about to conform to what he saw as impediments to 

spreading the gospel and Bible translation. Townsend was a pragmatist, not an 

intellectual. Therefore, he approached mission as an activist and not as a missiologist. He 

started out with a few simple assumptions: that lesser-developed nations and peoples 

needed to be enlightened and uplifted, that conservative Protestant Christianity was to be 

preached in all the world, that doing so would hasten the Lord’s return, that indigenous 

congregations were to be independent, that education was an effective strategy for 

advancing these aims, and that science could serve missions. He pursued these ideas 

pragmatically while always maintaining a high degree of empathy for indigenous 

peoples. 

After all else has been said, it might be that both Townsend and his rivals were 

correct in their views on the “national issue.” While some sought to internationalize SIL, 
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and that was a viable way forward, this did not render Townsend’s approach unsound. 

His approach still worked, that is, if it was applied as he intended. That his approach 

continued to be effective for another quarter of a century tends to validate Townsend’s 

position. Conversely, the growing stresses of a rather limited internationalization of SIL’s 

membership over the same twenty-five years, lends support to the detractors of 

Townsend’s position. Overall, SIL’s continued organizational ambivalence over the 

national issue highlights the tension between evangelical urgency and accommodation to 

a rising tide of nationalism and the growth of Christianity in the Two-Thirds World, as 

well as differences of opinion over how to avoid paternalism and the appearances of 

imperialism in a changing global political and social environment. The conflict of the 

mid-1970s was only the beginning. At that moment, the future was yet unclear, so 

Townsend took history as his guide while some younger leaders looked to the future for 

their vision. Unfortunately, that Townsend looked to the past rather than to the future has 

engendered criticism from some quarters for his seeming intransigence. 

I would counter this criticism by pointing out Townsend’s empathy and genuine 

concern for the people he sought to serve for, I believe, this above all else, sets his views 

on the national issue into proper context. Had Townsend been less sensitive to the plight 

of indigenous and minority peoples, and had he not had their needs foremost in mind, 

then his desire to limit their membership in SIL could, perhaps, be justifiably seen as 

inappropriate from our present vantage point. Furthermore, that his policies and views 

were, in large part, attempts to serve the nationals while avoiding paternalism and 

imperialistic attitudes casts Townsend’s policies and views in an entirely different light. 
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Therefore, those who would see Townsend’s calls for limiting national membership as 

chauvinistic must always bear in mind his underlying Christian motive and real empathy 

for those he sought to serve. His objectives were legitimate even if biased in favor of 

western civilization since Townsend was genuinely acting in ways that were consistent 

with his Christian faith. Townsend was not out for self-aggrandizement or fame. Indeed, 

he dedicated his entire adult life to the peoples of the world who were on the margins, the 

poor, the forgotten, and the dispossessed. In other words, he kept his promise to Frisco, 

since he did, in fact, devote the rest of his life to the evangelization and uplift of “Frisco’s 

people,” doing so in the only way he knew how – singled mindedly and with all the 

dogged determination and energy he could muster. 
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Notes 

 

 

1 When using the term “national” in the Latin American context, I am referring to 

any resident of Latin America, whether Indian or ladino (a person of mixed Indian and 

Spanish or Portuguese blood), in contrast to North American expatriates. Townsend was 

sometimes ambiguous about whom he was referring to, making it at times difficult to 

discern if he were speaking of ladinos or Indians.  

Townsend himself never used the term “national” until the 1970s when it began to 

be used in SIL and WBT discussions. At that point, Townsend spoke of “tribal” and of 

“non-tribal” peoples under the rubric of “national” when articulating his views on 

whether nationals should join SIL. Thus, while Townsend did distinguish between the 

ladinos and the Indians, when it came to their joining SIL as members, he did not 

differentiate between them in his writings and speeches. In the discussions of “nationals” 

in the 1970s, the term national could refer broadly to any non-North American or non-

European. Therefore, in this study, I use the term “national” in contrast to “expatriate” to 

differentiate between non-western peoples and western peoples respectively. 

2 The term “member” is most often used in the SIL context since those who serve 

with SIL are not considered “missionaries” due to the non-sectarian policy established by 

Townsend. 

3 Legters, in a report that year, wrote: “Because of my trip to Mexico, I have 

spoken fewer times this year than in previous years. I have spoken only 474 times, beside 

personal conferences with individuals” (qtd. in Steven, Doorway 9). 
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4 Evelyn Griset (who later married Ken Pike) went along to help care for the still 

ill Elvira. 

5 “SIL International Annual Report 2005 Update.” 15 August 2006. <http://www. 

sil.org/sil/annualreport/index_2004.html; Internet>. 

6 “General Statistics 2004,” (Dallas: Wycliffe International, November 2004). The 

figure 1376 represents 82% of all translations underway worldwide as of 2004. 

7 The CIA links have all but been refuted by recent scholarship such as Svelmoe, 

“A New Vision for Mission” and Hartch, Todd. Missionaries of the State: The Summer 

Institute of Linguistics, State Formation, and Indigenous Mexico, 1935-1985. Tuscaloosa: 

University of Alabama Press, 2006. 

8 A “personal worker” was an evangelist who traveled about witnessing and 

proclaiming the Gospel in an individual or small informal group setting outside of any 

church structure trying to win “converts” to Protestant Christianity. 

9 Tolo, the Volcano's Son was first published in April 1936 in a Christian 

publication, REVELATION, by the American Bible Conference Association, Inc. in 

Philadelphia, Donald Grey Barnhouse, editor. 

10 Townsend reported that, “In 1930, while Mrs. Townsend and I were in the 

states for the publication of the Cakchiquel New Testament, Mr. and Mrs. Frank Bundy 

went to the field and were located at Panajachel to work with Mr. and Mrs. Malmstrom in 

our stead [. . .]. They len[t] valuable assistance in every department of the work, and Mr. 

Bundy was Acting Dean of the Institute while the Malmstroms were on furlough” 
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(946098). During January of 1930, Townsend had taken an active role in recruiting the 

Bundys into CAM when Frank was attending the Moody Bible Institute and the Moody 

Church in Chicago (TA 01544, 01545, and 01611). 

11 Carl Malmstrom was Elvira Townsend’s brother. 

12 Cyrus Ingerson Scofield (1843-1921), was an attorney and Republican state 

representative to the Kansas legislature in 1871 and 1872. He was later an U.S. attorney 

for the district of Kansas. Converting to Christianity in 1879, Scofield became a 

congregationalist pastor, and later moved to the Southern Presbyterian denomination. In 

1895, Scofield became the pastor of D.L. Moody's church, the Trinitarian Congregational 

Church of East Northfield, Massachusetts, During this period he also oversaw Moody’s 

Northfield Bible Training School. In 1909, he published his Scofield Reference Bible, 

and it soon became a dominant source of dispensational premillennialism. 

13 “Manuscrito Kackiqul, Taduccion del Pentateuco, Año de 1553 (Coke 328). 

14 “Canticles in Cakchiquel: Genesis account of Creation and the Fall; and stories 

of the martyrs, and passion and death of our Saviour.” (Coke 132) 

15 See also: Svelmoe 387-88. 

16 Questions have arisen in later years about Townsend’s understanding of the 

Cakchiquel dialect situation. He did, in fact, understand that there were differences 

among dialects. Writing to Dr. Eric North at the American Bible Society in 1930, 

Townsend reveals his pragmatic approach to the situation thusly: “I am wondering if 

about 100 Testaments could be printed with extra wide margins to permit missionaries 
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and native workers to write in the variations which occur from one town to another. After 

a few years of careful note-taking, a missionary’s Testament would thus be accurate for 

any Cakchiquel town” (TA 901527). Thus, Townsend had anticipated later efforts, still 

underway in 2006, to produce a New Testament for each Cakchiquel dialect. 

17 Previous grammatical sketches had been made of the Cakchiquel. According to 

SIL member Tim Carey who is, at the time of this study, working in the Cakchiquel 

multi-dialect project, “The Spanish Fathers did some work in [Cakchiquel] grammar, 

although these works are archived in European libraries [. . .]. In addition, Otto Stoll in 

1884 wrote a grammar sketch of Cakchiquel of San Juan Sacatepequez, which SIL 

nowadays classes as a separate dialect (Eastern Cakchiquel). However, it was published 

in German and only in limited quantities” (TA 43283). Coke mentions that “In the year 

Townsend struggled to learn Cakchiquel, [. . .], Daniel Sanchez Garcia published the 

“Gramatica del idioma Cakchiquel” (183). 

18 Aschmann, Herman. Personal interview. 20 July 2006; Cowan, George. 

Telephone interview. 21 July 2006; Hart, George. Personal interview. 14 June 2006; 

Pike, Evelyn. Personal interview. 19 July 2006; Slocum, Marianna and Florence Gerdel. 

Personal interview. 20 July 2006; Robbins, Frank. Personal interview. 17 July 2006. 

19 Pike, Evelyn. Personal interview. 19 July 2006. According to Evelyn Pike (Ken 

Pike’s wife), Pike found an Indian co-translator to whom he could delegate much of the 

work of making a first draft. Evelyn recounts that Ken had a number of Mixtec Indians 

helping him to build a log cabin. Wanting to involve them in the translation, he set them 
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to translating chapters of the Gospels. To their dismay, it was much more difficult than 

they had anticipated. Nonetheless, they suggested that their friend, Angel Merecías 

Sánchez might be able to do it. When Sánchez heard of this possibility, he was motivated 

to throw himself into the task. Working independently, he sequentially translated Bible 

verses on three-by-five cards, which he then passed to Pike, or Pike’s colleague Don 

Stark, for revision and checking. By this method, Sánchez was able to produce an entire 

draft of the Mixtec New Testament. At the time of the interview, Evelyn Pike still had 

these three-by-five cards in her possession, which quite clearly show the work of Sánchez 

and the notations made by Pike and Stark. 

20 There was Pike’s, mentioned above in note 19. Beyond Pike’s and Townsend’s 

projects, no evidence for Indians translating independently from the expatriate before 

1960 was discovered during the course of this research. 

21 Cowan, George. Telephone interview. 21 July 2006. 

22 John Beekman was an SIL member working amongst the Chol people of 

Mexico. In the 1960s, he began to see that the literal translations being produced by SIL 

were not well understood by the mother tongue speakers. Drawing upon work by Nida, 

Beekman began to argue for truly idiomatic translations. 

23 See: Beekman and Callow, Translating the Word of God; Steven, Beekman 71-

84; and Larson, Summer Institute of Linguistics and Translation 28-29. 

24 Deibler  (King), Martha. Personal interview. 14 June 2006. Deibler arrived in 

Guatemala in 1967. By the early 1970s, she had Mauro Canu, her Cakchiquel co-
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translator, doing first drafts alone. Deibler reports that “Canu worked from the Spanish 

with the aid of commentaries. When we compared our drafts, his was better than mine. 

You see, he had a natural gift to be able to say things in a beautiful style. He loved his 

language and had a fine facility with it.” 

Regardless of the quality of Townsend’s Cakchiquel New Testament, it shared 

with many others the need of revision soon after publication. Coke’s research on Bible 

translation amongst the Mayan tribes revealed that, on average, a revision took place 

twenty-two years after initial publication. Thus, Coke has concluded that revision should 

be “an integral element of the task of translation” since “data suggest that a translation 

can be expected to serve around twenty years.” Perceptively, Coke adds that: “Rapid 

advances in the theory of translation and the growing practice of encouraging national 

translation teams may result in improved translation quality, and consequently, less 

frequent revision” (166). Garrard-Burnett confirms Coke, but she displays a certain 

hyperbole in reporting that: “Townsend [. . .] spent a full decade working on his 

Kaqchikel New Testament [. . .] only to find that the rapid change of unwritten language 

and regional dialectical differences among native speakers had rendered the freshly 

published translation unreadable, even to the few Indians who were literate in their own 

language” (69). While the translation was less than perfect, it was not “unreadable” as 

Garrard-Burnett asserts. Townsend would most certainly disagree with Garrard-Burnett, 

as does Deibler. In fact, Townsend was adverse to any revision of the Cakchiquel, 

believing that no revision should be undertaken until a first translation had been 

 126



 

 

 

undertaken in all the languages that needed one. Pioneering came before revision for him. 

See Townsend to Cecil Hawkins November 16, 1976 (TA 32365). 

25 Townsend, Cameron. “Antonio Bac, A Great Cakchiquel Evangelist,” page 34. 

Antonio was Trinidad Bac’s older brother (TA 42633).     

26 This does not mean that Trinidad was by any means a scholar, though. He 

wrote to Townsend in 1926 and reported that: “I can now say that I know how to read and 

write a little” (TA 46127). Thus, his Biblical knowledge probably exceeded Otzoy’s and 

perhaps even Zungia’s, but his limited writing skills would have hampered extensive 

independent translation. 

27 Hart, George. Personal interview. 14 June 2006; Pike, Evelyn. Personal 

interview. 19 July 2006; Cowan, George. Telephone interview. 21 July 2006. 

28 See Steven, Hugh. Manuel. Old Tappen, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Company, 

1970.  

29 Aschmann, Herman. Personal interview. 20 July 2006. Aschmann went on to 

complete two more New Testament translations, and, in both cases, he had the indigenous 

co-translator work independently producing drafts. These took place from the late 1960s. 

30 Steven wrote that, at the time, Sapir was “considered one of America’s greatest 

linguists” (Wycliffe 14). According to Regna Darnell, Sapir was considered a “genius” by 

his scholarly contemporaries. Furthermore, Darnell adds: “Assessment of his intellectual 

contribution is ongoing−perhaps the greatest possible tribute to the quality of his mind” 

(419).   
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31 The exact circumstances and nature of Townsend’s meeting with Gates are 

obscure. So are the facts as to what information Townsend actually received from Gates. 

It is doubtful that Townsend obtained any of Sapir’s writings at that time. Most likely, 

Gates simply related what he knew of Sapir’s work. Moreover, Townsend did not 

actually meet Sapir until the late 1920s (TA 39683). When I attempted to confirm 

Steven’s original source, Steven indicated that he thought it was from one of his 

interviews with Townsend. There appears to be no mention of this event in any of 

Townsend’s archived materials. Lastly, it was not until 1921 that Sapir’s Language 

appeared which “could be understood by any educated person,” making impossible for 

Gates to have passed this volume to Townsend in 1920 (Darnell 96).  

32 Many years later, Ken Pike went back and reviewed Townsend’s “Grammar,” 

reporting that, “it didn’t look so hot [;] it was not a professional job. It was an amateurish 

job of somebody new to linguistics etc.” (Pike interview with James Hefley, TA 43472). 

Conversely, Martha (King) Deibler, who worked on the revision of Townsend’s 

Cakchiquel New Testament reported that, “the grammar he wrote was good, so I would 

think that he had a good understanding of the language” (Email to author 8 August 2006). 

What Townsend had done at the time as an untrained linguist certainly had merit, but, 

with advances in linguistics, it had probably become dated and its deficiencies apparent 

to critical scholars. 

33 Smithsonian Institute, Franz Boas at Columbia University, and the University 

of Pennsylvania (Svelmoe 399-400). 
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34 North agreed with Townsend, and, when he wrote back on 21 February, he 

stated: “I am much interested in the problem of standardization of the Indian 

orthographies [. . .]. I do not see, however, that we can wisely delay this New Testament 

to try what I am certain would require many months of time” (TA 01603).  

35 The Pioneer Mission Agency was a U.S.-based organization that raised funds 

for missions and forwarded those funds to the field workers. When Townsend and 

Legters got SIL underway, the PMA forwarded financial support to SIL members until 

SIL became too large for the PMA to manage. It was at that point, in 1942, that Wycliffe 

Bible Translators was established as the home-country “religious” organization that 

would raise funds and engage in publicity on behalf of the “secular” SIL. 

36 Nida’s direct influence upon SIL was less than that of Pike since he moved on 

to work with the American Bible Society (Steven, Finish the Task 88).  

37 Pike, Evelyn. Personal interview. 19 July 2006. 

38 Subjects listed for 1934 were: Indian Distribution and Tribal History, Indian 

Customs and Psychology, Indian Evangelization and Spiritual Development, How to Get 

Guidance, How to Work With Others, Spanish, Indian Orthography and Pronunciation, 

Indian Superstitions, Vices and Religions (TA 01868).  

39 Cowan, George. Email to author. 21 September 2006. 

40 A person of mixed Indian and Spanish or Portuguese blood. 

41 Townsend revised and expanded the biography and published a second edition 

in 1979. 
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42 Message given to the “Union Men’s Fellowship,” Guatemala City 1967. 

43  Amzi Clarence Dixon (1854 – 1925) was a well-known pastor, evangelist, 

associate of D.L. Moody, and a fundamentalist. 

44 See Svelmoe 317-29 and  Steven, Wycliffe 31-36. 

45 Coke’s research has pointed out that Townsend was correct in this 1963 

statement and that this minimalist approach had a detrimental effect on the use of 

translated scriptures and on the growth of evangelical Protestantism in the Mayan groups 

where SIL worked (197-202).  

46 Yarinacocha was SIL’s jungle base of operations in Peru for the Amazonian 

advance. 

47 This discussion of “nationals” can be confusing when speaking of the Latin 

American context in this period of SIL history. The discussions of the 1970s were of a 

global nature, and, thus, a “national” was any non-western person – that is the distinction 

was that of “national” in contrast to “expatriate.” However, in Latin America there was 

still a distinction between ladinos and Indians. In this case, for the most part, the issue of 

nationals joining SIL was that of ladinos for it was not thought by many in SIL that 

Indians would join the organization as members. Townsend was an exception to this 

point of view, for he spoke of both ladinos and Indians as nationals, and his views on 

their joining SIL was undifferentiated. Therefore, readers who are familiar with the Latin 

American context should understand that by “national,” in the Latin American context, I 

am primarily referring to the non-tribal peoples or ladinos while yet allowing that 
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Townsend did not make this distinction in his letters and speeches. 

48 For additional background on these issues see: Beekman to John Haggai (TA 

33897); Beekman to Loewen (TA 25709); Zander, Forest. “Topics for National 

Involvement.” (TA 39814); Nyman to Columbia Branch (TA 39809); Fry, Euan 

McGregor. “Training Nationals as Bible Translators”; Loewen, Jacob A. “The Training 

of National Translators in South America – I”; Loewen, Jacob A. “The Training of 

National Translators in South America – II”; Larson, Mildred L. “Indigenizing the 

Translation Process: The SIL Perspective”; Larson, Mildred L. “The Summer Institute of 

Linguistics and Translation.” 

49 Alsop, John. Personal interview. 20 September 2006. There is a scarcity of 

documentation and research on these first nationals who joined SIL in the 1960s and 

1970s as full members. It is also a facet of SIL history that begs for further attention. 

50 Earl Adams. Email to author. 28 March 2006. 
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