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Johanna Anderson: Pioneer Missionary

James D. Smith 111
(Tu.D), Associate
Professor of Church
History at Bethel
Seminary, San Di-
ego | The story of
Johanna Anderson,
the first overseas

missionary from a Swedish Baptist congre-
gation, deserves an occasional re-telling. It
stands as an inspiration to heartfelt service
for Christ, and also illustrates how revisiting
our history can reveal ties within the Body of
Christ which encourage our life together.

Johanna was born in Nyed, Varmland,
Sweden on October 2, 1856. At age 12 she
came with her father to America for an
eighteen-month stay. After returning home,
the family was drawn to Minnesota in 1870.
They were members of a Swedish Baptist
Church in St. Cloud, Minnesota.

The 1880 census (accessed through Stearns
County History Museum) offers an engaging
sketch of Johanna’s family. Her parents, An-
drew and Stina (Larson) Anderson, married in
1849, and had six children: Lars, August, John,
Johanna, Mary and Olof. All lived at home,
where father was a carriage manufacturer, in
partnership with his sons. Johanna was teach-
ing, and otherwise involved in the community.
The town’s Journal-Press notes “Hannah’s”
leadership in the local Young Women’s Chris-
tian Temperance Union by 1883.

Records of the American Baptist Foreign
Mission Society indicate that, while their family
home was in St. Cloud, Johanna actually made

a commitment to Christ and was baptized in
Moorhead. St. Cloud State University confirms
her 1876 graduation from the Normal School,
with an emphasis in elementary education. She
served in Becker, Clear Lake and Snake River.
However, most of her teaching was in the St.
Cloud Public Schools.

A greater cause beckoned—worldwide
evangelization. As her memorial in the St.
Cloud Times (Dec. 21, 1904) reflects, for two
or three years she prayerfully investigated the
possibilities of overseas service. Ultimately,
she was appointed by the Women’s American
Baptist Foreign Mission Society, destined for
Burma on September 29, 1888. She taught
in the Toungoo district for nine years. While
the American Baptist Historical Society has a
small collection of official
correspondence (1892-94),
little else has survived.
What is clear, however, is
a picture of fruitful service
and deteriorating health.
She was obliged to return
for her first furlough in
1897, eager to share news
of God’s work in Burma
where possible.

In Minnesota she was
often asked if the Burma
mission was worth the
personal price. Finally, she responded to
her friends by telling them a series of sto-
ries about the work of God in the village of
Loikaw. After the Karens people came to real-
ize that we were not dangerous, they came to

Johanna Anderson: A Family Friend

Dr. James D. SmitH III, Associate Professor
of Church History at Bethel Seminary San
Diego and grandson of Cornelia Vandersluis
Rand | For our family, interest in Johanna
Anderson’s story over the years has been
connected with our BGC roots, accompanied
by a love of Christian history. But there is
a more personal dimension. My maternal
grandmother, Cornelia Gertrude (Vander-
sluis) Rand, was born in St. Cloud on Aug. 6,
1879. She lived long enough to pray faithfully
asIbegan seminary studies at Bethel almost a
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century later. But it remained for my mother
to pass on a word that Grandma “Nell” had
never told me. She and others in her family
had known, loved and prayed for Hannah
Anderson.

Informed of a tradition like this, the
Christian, historian, and grandson in me
all had questions: Is it so? Where’s the evi-
dence? Why didn’t she tell me? Then came
the twinge of regret:  wish I'd talked with my
Grandma more about a world of things. My
mom mentioned that there was supposedly

Johanna Anderson

listen to our songs and hear our stories about
Jesus. Soon several came to Christ and were
baptized and a church was organized.

Another story was related concerning the
kidnapping of two young children from the
village by raiders from another village. This
was in essence a declaration of war and the
Christians in Loikaw felt they could not go
out to fight and believed that God would
release the two children. Johanna Anderson
tells how the members of the church spent
the whole night in prayer for the children.
And God heard our prayer for the “next
morning the children were restored to us
uninjured. That time of rejoicing together
with these Christians was alone worth
seven years of sojourn in Burma. And now
when I visited Loikaw to say
farewell, one hundred twenty
seven Christians promised to
remember me in prayer. Do
I have to ask if it paid? It has
given such a dividend that I
must return.”

To friends she said,” I
must return to Burma” To
her family, she added a so-
bering word: “You will never
see me again—I go from
Burma to Heaven.” As the
Times observes, “her wish
was granted.” Returning to the field in
1901, while laboring in the new Loikaw
work among the Red Karens, she died on
December 1904, shortly after an exhausting
ten-day mountain trip.

a letter from Johanna “somewhere” in our
family’s trunks and boxes.

In the process of great excavations, about
two years ago I found “The Letter.” It was a
warm, moving, faith-filled note from Johanna
Anderson, sent from Bassein, Burma on Jan. 2,
1902. She writes about concerns for children
in the school, place of missionary activity and
joy of receiving packages from home.

She also asks my 22 year-old grandma
(herself a teacher and 1900 Normal School
grad) to “run across the street when you get
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A family frined, from p. 12
this and take to my dear ones there a message
of love from me.” Across the street? I finally
discovered (thanks to the memorial service
announcement) that the Anderson family
lived at 304 Eighth Avenue South. Then it
clicked. My great-grandparents, Jan and
Cornelia (Meyst) Vandersluis came to Min-
nesota, were married there in May of 1868,
and settled in St. Cloud. Their home, where
Grandma Van birthed 14 children and raised
the 11 who survived, was at 311 Eighth Av-
enue South. The Anderson and Vandersluis
families for years had been neighbors just
across the street — and Johanna had taught
some of the Vans in school.

Also drawn from a different trunk was the
ornate photo album of my Grandma’s broth-

er Charles, and near the front was the photo
of a threesome labeled in my Grandma’s
handwriting: “Johanna Anderson, Mission-
ary to Burma.” With her, hand-in-hand, were
two young girls—the elder was my Grandma
Nell, the younger her sister Jet (mentioned in
the letter)—ca. 1888. Together, the letter and
picture present not only Johanna Anderson
the Spirit-filled missionary hero but also the
neighbor, friend and very human sister in
Christ. Both dimensions are true, and both a
blessing -- even as it’s our turn to “encourage
one another to love and good works.”

Johanna Anderson (center)

with Nell and Jet.

Bassein, Burma

My dear Nellie —

This is the first time I have written 1902 in a letter and it makes
me think how time flies and that we are much nearer to meeting
each other again than we were. “Much nearer,” above, came out of
my consciousness of a long time ago that I saw you last. They say
time is measured by events, not by time. Perhaps that is why so
long a time seems to have elapsed since I came to Burma. Certainly
it does not seem to be the same year or within a year since I left
America. It seems years ago. The things that are happening are
victories for God and his Kingdom, but by that “victories” you
will discern that we are in the strife.

Life seems long sometimes because of apprehensions. What if
the Devil should have his way and win the day. We are so small
that we cannot see far, and sometimes it is only by faith that we
know the final victory will be Christ’s. A week ago last Sunday
(how long ago it seems) ten of our boys in the highest standards
rebelled and were expelled from school. Eight of them have
humbly come back confessing their fault before the school and
promised better conduct, been forgiven and restored. One more
is in this morning with a ...

Jan.3. I have forgotten what interrupted me, but he came up to
see me and I talked with him a long time, showing him where he
had been wrong and how very wrong it was to be disobedient and
disrespectful. He was in my daily Bible Class and I believe he has
sought after a higher Christian life, that of walking in the Spirit.
I believe it was more than the Devil could stand to have so many
boys feel that way and so he is bestirring himself. My Lim (that is
his name) learned one lesson from this, that if he wants to be led
by the Spirit, he must not follow the devices of his own heart nor
of the hearts of others. I am praying much for him and for Olney;,
who was the worst one of the lot. These two boys have not been
received back into school and maybe they cannot be, but I pray
they may be good men and soldiers of Jesus Christ.

Will you help me? Among the girls too, there has been trouble
and my heart has often been sick and heavy over things here and

LETTER FROM JOHANNA ANDERSON TO CORNELIA VANDERSLUIS RAND (TRANSCRIBED BY JDS III)

Jan. 2, 1902.

also over my whereabouts for next year. I think it is now decided
that I am to stay here. I want only God’s will to be done. The pull-
ing to [this sheet blew down to the ground] other places, because
there are not workers enough, has been so strong that I have fairly
felt torn to pieces. My heart flies back to God, and my refuge has
been prayer. I remember He loves me and will never leave me nor
forsake me nor fail me, and often I have wonderful peace in the
midst of trouble.

But letters from home are welcome, I assure you, and so was
also the thoughtful giving of the gift you sent me for Christmas.
Thank you, so much. The Lord Himself sent me a message for
Christmas, which I appreciated very much. A little booklet, so
sweet, “Beside the Still Waters” on the 23rd Psalm and a lovely
card with the verse, in German, “Jesus Christ the same yesterday,
to-day, and forever.” They did me lots of good. I know He did it
because the givers did not know what I needed.

I'am so glad Chas Nipper is being saved and that you cling to the
Lord yourself. Am glad, and praise God for all who turn to Him.
Am glad God has heard us for Jet’s health as to her body. Don’t
you believe he will, too, for her soul? Oh, I want her soul with all
its powers for Jesus and his service. Please give my love to her, and
to your mother and Alice. To think I should see so little of your
brothers while at home. I did not see Johnnie at all. Remember me
to them all and also to your cousin John Vandersluis who did so
much work for me.

Run across the street when you get this and take to my dear
ones there a message of love from me. “The Lord is my Shepherd,
I shall not want.” In our Bible Class this morning, we noticed the
word “Jehovah nissi,” the Lord is my banner, or flag. The enemies
can never shoot that down or capture it, so I (praise His Name)
shall be victorious because “The Lord is my banner.”

Remember me also to other friends. With much love,
Johanna Anderson
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