Chile recognizes Church

Now considered equal, mainstream religion
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By Jason Swensen, LDS Church News staff writer 
The Church has taken a symbolic, yet sizable, step in Chile.


Local leaders in the South American nation recently received a letter from Chilean Senate President Hernan Larrain Fernandez with news that the Church can enjoy a recognized presence at all public government functions.  A recently adopted initiative of inclusion — authored by Sen. Larrain Fernandez and accepted unanimously by the Chilean Senate — essentially doubles as formal notification that the Church has received full recognition in Chile and will be treated as an equal, accepted and mainstream religion in that country.


The initiative "secures real and effective equality of churches in our country," wrote Sen. Larrain Fernandez in a letter to Church officials in Chile.  Sen. Larrain Fernandez is regarded as the second most powerful elected official in the nation, second only to Chilean President Ricardo Lagos.


The history of the Church in Chile has been long though intermittent.  From late 1851 until early 1852, Elder Parley P. Pratt of the Quorum of the Twelve spent five months in Chile with his wife Phebe and Elder Rufus C. Allen.  The Pratts' son, Omner, born three weeks after they arrived, lived only about a month and was buried in the foreigners' cemetery at Santiago.  After investigating conditions for establishing a mission in Chile, Elder Pratt recommended to President Brigham Young that the Book of Mormon be translated into Spanish for future use in Latin America.


Missionaries assigned to Argentina made occasional brief visits to Chile from the mid-1920s until May 1955, when the First Presidency authorized the Argentine Mission to begin missionary work there.  However, it was not until June 1956 that the first missionaries, Elders Verle M. Allred and Joseph C. Bentley, arrived in Santiago to bring missionary work there.


"This invitation is very important," Elder M. Gonzalo Sepulveda, an Area Authority Seventy in Chile, said of the recently adopted initiative.


"We appreciate the acceptance we are receiving from our nation's civil leaders."


Indeed, the Church and its 530,000 Chilean members have enjoyed unprecedented access and visibility over the past year.


Last July, Elder Jeffrey R. Holland of the Quorum of the Twelve and his wife, Sister Patricia Holland, were guests of President Lagos and his wife, Luisa Duran de Lagos, at La Moneda, the Chilean equivalent to the White House.  The Hollands lived in Chile August 2002-July 2004 while Elder Holland served as president of the Chile Area.


During their meeting, President Lagos thanked Elder Holland for the Church's moral and value-based teachings, and for its humanitarian contributions.


The Church has been a pivotal partner with the Chilean government in Puente Projecto (Project Bridge), a charitable program designed to assist disadvantaged Chilean families by providing educational, medical and employment opportunities.  As part of the program, the Church has donated 200,000 blankets to needy homes.  Some 50,000 additional blankets are expected to be placed this year.


In September 2004, First Lady Duran de Lagos met with the First Presidency at Church headquarters in Salt Lake City.


"I came here because I wanted to personally thank the Church for what it has given us," Mrs. Duran de Lagos told the Church News during her visit.  "We have received from the (Church) assistance with 'Chile Solidario,' a program designed to help Chile's poorest families arise from poverty."


During her visit, Mrs. Duran de Lagos also visited the Family History Library and toured the LDS Humanitarian Center with Elder Holland, where she was presented with more than 600 computers donated by Brigham Young University.


Elder Sepulveda said the Church is also enjoying new friendships with people of other faiths in Chile.  The Archbishop of Santiago recently sent a letter of friendship and appreciation to Church headquarters in Chile.
