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Wilhelm and Olga Schaeffler worked as missionaries for the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Brazil, Peru, Bolivia,

Ecuador, Argentina, and the United States.

Early Life, Marriage, and Family
Wilhelm Schaeffler was born in Bavaria, Germany, on May 1, 1900, to Leonard and Creszenz Schaeffler. After
training at the mission seminary in Friedensau by 1924, he immigrated to the United States.1 He was a preacher for a
German-speaking congregation in New York until 1926.2
Olga Margaret Ulm was born in New York, U.S.A., on February 27, 1902, the daughter of German parents. She later
became a registered nurse.3 In 1926, Schaeffler married her in New York.4 They were blessed with two children, who
were both born in Peru. Graciela was born on April 9, 1928, in Iquitos.5 The son of the Schaefflers, whose name is
not mentioned in any reports, died of pneumonia at the beginning of 1931 at 11 months of age.6

In Peru
When the Schaefflers arrived in Brazil on April 9, 1926, they were to face 20 years of adventurous and successful
missionary work in South America. The Schaefflers spent most of their missionary time in Peru among the natives in
the rainforest.
After serving a brief time in Brazil as superintendent of the Pernambuco mission,7 Wilhelm responded to a call to
Peru, where they first worked in the mission founded by Ferdinand Stahl in the small town of Iquitos, on the upper
Amazon in Peru.8 However, Schaeffler’s desire was to leave the city and do missionary work in the rainforest among
the natives.9 After stabilizing at Iquitos in 1928, the well-known missionary Ferdinand Stahl and the Schaefflers
headed up the Tambo River to begin their work among the jungle peoples.10
On the edge of the Gran Pajonal, in the Campas region, on the Ucayali river, Schaeffler and Stahl were able to build
the Santaniari mission station with and for the Campa people. Here the Campa Indians got to know the Christian
message and began to pray to God and to keep the Sabbath. The members among the Campa could soon carry the
message as missionaries to the dangerous areas of the Gran Pajonal deep in the jungle.11 After the Schaefflers had
worked on the Metrao mission founded by Stahl, they left the Amazon and, at the request and pressure of the
Campas, they founded the Sutchique Station, which lay at the confluence of the Sutchique and Perené rivers. Here
the Schaefflers worked among the Campas and other tribes on the Perené River12 from November 193013 to 1936,
establishing a sustainable work that was characterized by many adventures and deadly threats right from the start.14
Through their service, the Schaefflers managed to ensure that the inhabitants of the mission village lived according to
the Adventist lifestyle while at the same time maintaining their traditional way of life.15 The Schaefflers were pioneers
in the Perené area, where they were the only white people,16 running a successful and sustainable mission there. By
perceiving the needs of the people, by constantly doing the medical work necessary for the indigenous population,
and by living in close friendship with them, the Schaefflers won the hearts of the people. Soon, about 400 people who
lived in the jungle village were enjoying the advantages of a Christian and Adventist way of life for body and mind.17
More than 250 of the 400 inhabitants of the village were baptized members of the congregation.18
Schaeffler was also known as the “pastor with wings.”19 Due to a lucky coincidence, Schaeffler was frequently able to
accompany expedition flights. A small plane came to be known as the “flying monster” with which missionaries were
sent out to visit the Indians in the interior. Thus, the Sutchique village was probably the first mission with air traffic and
its own airfield in Adventist mission history.20 Because of this unique method, around 1933, more than 40 people from
the vast rainforest came to the station and prepared themselves for baptism.21
Olga Schaeffler fell ill with malaria in 1933,22 and the Schaeffler family was hit again in 1934 with this disease. At the
same time, a measles epidemic spread in the village and caused many deaths among the villagers.23 Because of this
condition, they were forced to end their work in the mission village of Sutchique and to seek a more bearable climate
in the coastal town of Pacasmayo, where they served until 1936.24

Meeting with the Natives of Peru: Culture and Mission
The mission theology that Wilhelm Schaeffler developed through years of living with the inhabitants of the rainforest
and reflecting on the history of the mission was fundamental for his success and is worthy of recognition. At that time,
Christian mission among indigenous peoples came under the criticism that it manifested religious colonialism. The
encounters of Europeans and indigenous peoples had indeed led to many problems: slavery, exploitation, destruction
of habitat and the indigenous way of life, conflicts, and the introduction of diseases such as measles, against which
the immune systems of the rainforest inhabitants had no protection, which led to the destruction of entire peoples.
However, Schaeffler strictly dissociated himself from these negative influences of the “white man” and emphasized
the necessity of a true Christian mission.25
Schaeffler basically distinguished two kinds of “dangerous savages.” Those who, according to their custom, were
made mortal enemies of the whites by misdemeanors of the whites and those who, because of their superstition,
became murderers of whites as well as of their own fellow tribesmen.26 Schaeffler saw the numerous tropical
diseases that the indigenous peoples could not cope with. He also tried to fight with superstition, which partly led to
the destruction of whole tribes. From a Western point of view, the immoral ways of life of the individual tribes were

seen as a problem to be treated. In contrast to the Indian tribes that, because of their “fear of ghosts, cannibalism,
headhunting, idolatry, blood revenge, human sacrifice, sorcery, the belief in medicine, the miserable fate of women,
the marriage of children, tribal feuds and slavery,”27 according to Schaeffler “did not contribute to make the existence
of the savages more beautiful or happy,” he viewed it as his Christian duty to improve their lives in this world through
practical help and the gospel and to prepare them for eternity.
Schaeffler also stated that the influence of the (European) missionaries would not necessarily complicate the lives of
the forest dwellers, as was the case with the introduction of European ways of life, because Schaeffler’s approach
was consistently oriented toward the observance of the traditional way of life. The introduction of religious formalities
also did not contribute to a complication because the customs in the daily life of the Indian tribes were more closely
connected with religious ideas than was the case with the Europeans. Likewise, he did not see his task as impressing
the indigenous peoples with an artificial sense of guilt because this was already present in their psyche. Much more
pronounced among them was that they had always had a need for reconciliation. Thus Schaeffler stated: “The
purpose of mission among the heathen is not to cause or exploit guilt but to clear it away through the word of
salvation and reconciliation.”28 Schaeffler was convinced that what he was doing was in every way good for the
natives, and his view was confirmed by the testimonies and fruit of his work.29

Bolivia, Ecuador, Argentina, and the United States
After the Schaefflers ended their service in Peru, they continued to work in Bolivia until 1939, where they also carried
out an adventurous and successful mission among the indigenous peoples. That year, after a short furlough in their
home country, they moved on to Ecuador.30 Here again, the Schaefflers planned to work among the natives.31 During
this time the Schaefflers worked in Quito.32 Attracted again by the depth of the jungle and the desire to pursue a
mission among indigenous peoples far away from Western civilization, the Schaefflers founded the Tasto Station in
1940, the first Adventist mission among the Indians in Ecuador.33
In 1942, they were transferred to Argentina.34 It is not known what the Schaefflers did there during their stay of about
four years. Their 20 years in South America came to an end in 1946 when they moved to the United States. In the 5
years of service for the German-speaking church in Chicago, Illinois,35 and the following 15 years in the Germanspeaking church in Los Angeles, California, the work of the Schaefflers was consistently evangelistic and provided for
growing and healthy churches.36

Later Life
After several years of mission and pastoral service, the Schaefflers retired to Hawaii in 1965.37 They were not idle
during this time. On the Kona coast of the island of Hawaii in Kona-Kohala District, they continued to work pastorally
and through interdenominational relationships for the Adventist congregation during their retirement. Schaeffler spent
his last years in Bellflower, Arkansas,38 and died on August 10, 1980, in Los Angeles, California.39 Olga Schaeffler
died on October 31, 1989, in Moberly, Randolph County, Missouri.40

Contribution
The Schaefflers’ contribution to the Seventh-day Adventist Church was not achieved by a leadership office in an
urban region, which is often the main focus of attention and in which case results can be easily quantified. Rather,
their contribution was marked by an unprecedented commitment to reaching those ethnic groups that no European or
Christian missionary had previously reached. It was the dedication and the missionary methods of the Schaefflers
that, in the regions traditionally ruled by Catholic mission, led a priest to assert that “the Adventists achieved more in
4 months than we did in 400 years.”41 It is known that the Campas and other Indian peoples who lived with the
Schaefflers in the Sutchique Mission, which was later supervised by J. C. Ruskier (later growing in number to over
500 believers), left it to build a new station in another place and to continue the work begun by the Schaefflers.
Schaeffler and his wife may be considered some of the most important missionaries who ensured that the Adventist
Church would ultimately grow tremendously in South America. The service of charity that the Schaefflers practiced for
the native inhabitants of South America did not have the public significance and the visible effects as an
administrative task, but Wilhelm Schaeffler was so close to the people that the model of Christ unfolded in their work,
so their history must not be forgotten. Their work can serve as a textbook for successful Adventist mission in the
present and in the future.
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