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At the age of twenty-three, Lillian Hunt Trasher, a Pentecostal missionary born in Jacksonville, Florida, September 27, 1887, felt called to serve in Africa.  She went out without the backing of a board or church to the Nile town of Asyut in southern Egypt.  Shortly after her arrival, she went to pray for a dying young mother, whose relatives handed her an infant after the mother had breathed her last.  Lillian Trasher saw in this, as in all things, the hand of God, and she started the Assiout Orphanage.  Her refuge grew into a village that at its peak held 1,400 children and widows and had its own schools, church, clinic, bakery, dairy, dormitories, and swimming pool.  By the time of Lillian’s death in 1961, roughly eight thousand orphans had passed through the institution.

This paper focuses on Lillian Trasher’s orphanage as a lens through which to examine the missionary enterprise in Egypt:  What shaped the encounter between Assemblies of God missionaries and Egyptians?  How did Lillian Trasher define her mission and how did her donors and the children and widows redefine it?   Why did Egyptians support the orphanage when they increasingly shunned other missionary institutions?  How did abandoned children and orphans see their experience? This is, then, an effort to begin to recover the Egyptian context and voices in this story, however difficult that task may be, and to envision the missionary encounter as transformative for both American missionaries and Egyptians alike.    

This story about Assemblies of God missionary activity in Egypt challenges the time frame set by this conference.  While Presbyterians were in retreat from the 1930s, Pentecostal enthusiasm for foreign missions did not wane, and the Assiout Orphanage continued to grow.  That the Pentecostals encouraged faith healing, speaking in tongues, visions, and trances and discouraged advanced education for girls also challenges the notion that all missionaries were modernizers.  Lillian Trasher found a niche in Asyut precisely because Egyptians supported the venture at a time when private individuals were unable or unwilling to care for marginal children – the orphaned, abandoned, and handicapped – and the colonial and postcolonial states provided limited services.   Yet ultimately the orphanage worked because the orphans raised one another, with the first generation of grown girls and boys in turn caring for the next, thus creating a sense of family for those without bonds of kinship.

