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Sela Wright had been a missionary in the Minnesota Territory for three
years when he returned to Oberlin in 1846 to find a "suitable" wife. His
visit was brief, but efficient. The principal of the Female Department joined
him in reviewing the records of all female students and identifying those most
qualified. "From the little company so selected (without their knowledge)
having chosen one, she was invited to meet me at the President's house,"” he
wrote. After explaining to candidate Emeline Farnsworth the object of his
visit and the '"necessary qualifications" for the future Mrs. Wright, he added
that "this matter must be settled on short acquaintance," as he was in a hurry
to return to Minnesota. The young lady accepted his proposal on the spot, and
after two more meetings they married. 1

Nine years later a widowed colleégﬁe of Wright's also sought a wife.
David Spencer's reasons were health-related. ". . . the thought occured to
me," he wrote, "[that] a help-meet would materially aid me in my nervous
difficulties." He elaborated on the "shattered state of my nervous system
which once again had brought me, at least, to the verge of insanity," of his
"peculiarly impressible nature" and his warped judgment - "that, in fine, I
was not fit to be alone." He surveyed the somewhat limited field and selected
Elvira Ferry, a missionary in nearby Cass Lake, who accepted his proposal of
marriage "after she had received from me in writing an explicit and frank
statement of all my views on points of doctrine and religion in general."_g

Why did Emeline Farnsworth agree to marry a stranger unilaterally
selected for her through the precursor of a computer dating service? What
were Elvira Ferry's thoughts about marrying a man who likened a wife to a
draught of physic? The nature of the community which trained these
missionaries sheds some light on these and similar marriages in the mid-
nineteenth century.

"Lamenting the degeneracy of the Church and the deplorable condition of
our perishing world," the Oberlin colonists established their utopian
community in Connecticut's Western Reserve, safely distant from the sin-
infested towns of New England and New York. These post-Calvinist evangelicals
shared Professor Charles Grandison Finney's radical views that because sin is
voluntary and thus avoidable, humans can work to attain "sanctification;"
and that the Christian life demands mnot only piety, but also assertive moral
action. The Oberlin colonists had an urgent sense of mission. They saw
themselves as co-workers with God, able to participate in the glorious task of
perfecting both themselves and the rest of society and thus hasten the coming
of the Millenium. 3

Education was essential to their mission. "The hope is," founder John
Shipherd wrote, '"that God will call many of the children of the Col.[ony] to
the Ministry, & to useful stations in the world. The sole aim [of education]
will be to train them up for usefulness [their term for moral influence, and a
synonym for missionary work]." 4 From its beginning the Oberlin Collegiate
Institute was thus an inextricable part of the community, the means for






