Millenarians and Money:
Adventist Wealth and
Adventist Beliefs

by Ronald Graybill

Nothing is more excit-
ing to a student of
history than the discovery of a new source,
particularly if it provides evidence for a new
interpretation. One hundred years ago, a de-
vout Adventist mother unwittingly pro-
vided just such a source. The mother was
Ellen G. White. By making a scrapbook for
her children, she unintentionally preserved
important evidence for establishing the dem-
ographic profile of nineteenth-century Ad-
ventists. The information gained about the
nineteenth century from this evidence con-
forms with that in little-known monographs
about twentieth-century Adventism. Con-
trary to widespread popular and scholarly
opinion, Adventism over a period of more
than one hundred years has consistently been
compatible with upward social and eco-
nomic mobility.

Five of at least nine scrapbooks made by
Ellen White are still extant. These are filled
with clippings of moral and religious stories
from various Journals of her day.! As I was
casually scanning one of these scrapbooks, I
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noticed handwriting under the pasted-down
clippings. Curious, I had the scrapbook
microfilmed; then, after some experiments
with the paper, | totally submerged the sepa-
rate pages in water. The inferior paper of the
clippings absorbed water quite rapidly, while
the books they were pasted in resisted the
moisture. It was then a simple task to scrape
the clippings off with a knife.

The soaking and scraping revealed that
Mrs. White had used as her scrapbook an old
subscription account book for the Review and
Herald from around 1860. Since the Advent-
ist church did not formally organize until
1863, and membership lists from those early
years are extremely rare, this list of 632 Re-
view subscribers promised to be very useful.
The names, scattered over the four states of
Vermont, New Hampshire, Michigan and
Indiana, covered the period from 1858
through 1862. Since the 1860 Federal Census
of Population fell right in the middle of this
period, it was possible to locate many of
these early Adventists in the census reports
and thus collect information about their oc-
cupations, nativity, educational patterns and
wealth. From this investigation, I learned
that the Adventists of 1860 were generally
white, occupationally independent, distri-
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buted in a wide spectrum of economic
statuses, but favoring the upper side of that
spectrum. In short, these early Adventists
were farmers, just as we always imagined
them to be, but they were often a lot more
wealthy than we had thought.

Scholars have long viewed millenarian
movements such as the Seventh-day Advent-
ist Church as resulting from economic, so-
cial, or political distress. Whether they have
studied the early Christian church or a
twentieth-century cargo cult, they have in-
terpreted the anticipation of an imminent and

‘““Early Adventists were farmers,
but they were often a lot more
wealthy than we had thought.”’

cataclysmic destruction of the present order
as a cathartic, morale building, or revolu-
tionary effort on the part of people suffering
some intolerable discomfort.? America as
well as Melinesia has known its millenarian
movements, from the huge outpouring of
apocalyptic fervor in the Millerite en-
thusiasm of the 1840s to the obscure flying
saucer cult reported by Leon Festinger in
When Prophecy Fails.> Now I had a source
which would allow a test of the common
view of the social sources of millenarian
movements by examining the economic
status of Seventh-day Adventists in 1860. As
the largest contemporary denomination to
trace its roots back to William Miller’s reviv-
al, the Adventists have always been thor-
oughly millenarian in their dogma and ideol-
ogy.
Elmer T. Clark, an influential sect-
typologist, has applied the popular view of
millenarian status to Adventists:
Adventism 1is the typical cult of the dis-
inherited and suffering poor. Its peculiar
world views reflect the psychology of a
distressed class in despair of obtaining the
benefits it seeks through the present social
order and seeking escape through divine
intervention and a cosmic cataclysm,
which will destroy the world and the
“worldly” classes and elevate ““the saints”
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to the position they could not attain

through social processes.*
If Clark is right, then perhaps Ellen White
used an old subscription book as a scrapbook
because she was too poor to afford anything
better. On the other hand, perhaps this
“waste-not, want-not”’ way of doing things
was indicative of a body of people — the
Adventists — who through their frugality
and hard work were reaching for treasures
here on earth even as they anticipated more
lasting ones in heaven. Thus the artifact itself
— the scrapbook — presents a question
which it can also answer: was millenarian
Adventism, in its earliest days, made up from
the poorer sort of people, families of modest
means, or the comfortably well off? Who
were these people? What relationships can be
suggested between their ideology and their
social and economic status? Adventism was,
in 1860, a millenarian movement in the pro-
cess of forming a sect. This study can help
determine what role, if any, economic and
certain other forms of deprivation played in
the dynamics of this process.

Since this research in-
volves a fair amount
of statistical computation, it seems neces-
sary, if the results are to be convincing, to
review carefully each step in the process of
handling the data. I will explain the method
of selecting the sample, lay out the results,
and test them for bias.

One point arises immediately. Since a sub-
scription cost $2 per year, more than a day’s
wages for a typical laboring man in the upper
midwest at that time, it is possible to raise the
objection that the list automatically elimi-
nates the poorest Adventists — those who
could not afford the Review. However, the
poor believers received the Review free of
charge, the costs being covered by contribu-
tions from wealthier patrons.* Out of the 632
subscribers on the list, I can locate 43 (or 6.8
percent) who got at least one volume (six
months) of the paper free. A certain I.
Cooledge of Gun Lake, Michigan, must have
been the most pathetic case of all. Above his
name was written: ‘“Poor! Poor!! Poor!!!

Since there were 2,500 subscribers to the
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Review and Herald in 1860, it is obvious that
this list of 632 names is not complete.® Of the
632 subscribers, I have located 100 in the
census of 1860. Seventy-four of these are
from Michigan, a dozen from Indiana and 14
from Vermont and New Hampshire. Michi-
gan’s overrepresentation can be justified
partly because Adventists were more
numerous there, Michigan having already
become the bastion of Sabbatarian Advent-
ism it would remain throughout the
nineteenth century.” Also, Michigan Ad-
ventists are likely to have been fairly typical
in economic status. Comparisons of my
Michigan results with the composite totals
for the other states bears out this assumption.

What was the pattern of Adventist wealth?
The actual results of the study are better rep-
resented graphically than verbally, but they
reveal that while Sabbatarian Adventists in
1860 distributed from the very bottom to the
very top of the economic scales in their
communities, they tended to concentrate in
the upper half of the scale. Fifty-eight of the
100 sample households stood above the 50th
percentile, 42 below (see Figure A).

The values of real estate and personal
property are listed in the census for each
household or economically independent
member of the household. The wealth of a
given individual is the result of combining
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these two figures.'® Since I am not interested
in absolute wealth, but in the economic
standing of Adventists in comparison to
others within their communities, I have as-
signed each Adventist a percentile rank in his
community according to where he fell in a
list of his neighbors from the wealthiest to
the poorest. Each Adventist is ranked accord-
ing to the distribution of wealth in the town-
ship or village in which he resided."!

The most important source of possible bias
in these figures lies in the fact that all the
Review subscribers could not be found.
Merle Curti has shown for a rural area, and
Stephen Thernstrom for the city of Boston,
that the poorer a person was, the less persis-
tent he was in his place of residence.'? If they
are right, among all those who subscribed to
the Review in 1858 or 1859 and not afterward,
the wealthier subscribers were more likely
than the poorer ones to be located in the 1860
census.

Nevertheless, the “persistence” factor is
only a source of possible bias. The question is
whether this particular sample is actually in-
fected by it. Based on comparisons of the
wealth of 1860 subscribers to those in 1858,
1859 and years after 1860, I do not believe the
sample has been biased by the differences in
persistency rates between poor and wealthy
people.”?

Figure A

Adventist Wealth, 1860
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part from their pros-
perity, perhaps the
most striking fact about Adventists in 1860 is
their overwhelmingly rural character. Farm-
ers made up 78 percent of the heads of Ad-
ventist households, while only 38 percent of
the Michigan population was composed of
farmers (see Figure B). Only one Adventist
lived in a city large enough to be divided into
wards; only three lived in places large enough
to be called “villages.” All the rest, 96 per-
cent, were scattered over the countryside.
This rural aspect of Adventist life provides
an important corrective to the economic pro-
file of the group. Although some Adventists
ranked in the very highest percentiles in their
communities, their communities were ones
which almost never included the very richest
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people in their states. The wealthy lived in
the cities. But unless we posit that Michigan
farmers in 1860 felt deprived or dispossessed
because they were not as wealthy as the
druggist or the lawyer in the county seat or
the bankers and industrialists of Detroit, this
factor is not crucial to understanding the rela-
tionship of religion and wealth for this
group. If we were talking about the 1890s
when falling farm prices and economic de-
pressions plagued farmers, the picture would
be different, but in 1860 a Michigan farmer
was probably not distressed by the disparity
between his status and wealth and the status
and wealth in the cities.

The Adventists who were not farmers tell
another important fact about the group: the
vast majority of nonfarmers controlled their

Figure B

Occupational Categories, Adventists and General Population,
Michigan, 1860; Kern County, California, 1940.
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own work experience. Only five heads of
Adventist households in my sample were
laborers (three farm laborers and two day
laborers), whereas Michigan as a whole had
31 percent laborers (see Figure B). Three
Adventists were merchants (grocer, tavern
keeper and ‘“merchant”), five professionals
(four physicians and one teacher), eight
skilled craftsmen (blacksmith, brickmaker,
gunsmith, shoemaker, daguerrean artist,
cooper, master foundryman and master ma-
son) and one a government employee (mail
carrier).

It requires almost no theoretical specula-
tion to understand why Adventism did not
attract many laborers or why laborers, once
they became Adventists, moved quickly to
gain control of their own work experience. A
poor believer in Wisconsin, writing during
an economic downturn, put his finger on the
reason — they simply would not work on
Saturdays:

It is extremely hard times here for poor
folks — the hardest I have known. And it
comes harder on poor Sabbath-keepers
(and we are all poor in this place), than on
others because those who are able to hire
choose not to hire those who will not work
on the Sabbath; and some have even
thought to starve them to it. But, thank
God, I believe there are some who had
rather starve than sin."

Adventists did not differ much from their
neighbors in the number of children they had
or in the frequency with which those children
attended school. Thirty-one percent of the
persons in Adventist households were be-
tween the ages of 5 and 14, somewhat more
than the 24 percent in the rest of the popula-
tion of Michigan. Since 29 percent of Ad-
ventists had attended school in the year be-
fore the census was taken, whereas 26 percent
of the general population of Michigan had,
the percentage of Adventists attending
school was lower, but only slightly lower,
than the percentage of Michiganders. The
difference is probably attributable to the rural
nature of the Adventist population.

Review subscribers were also like their
neighbors in racial and national back-
grounds. They were thoroughly native and
white. Of all Adventist heads of households
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and their spouses, only 13 percent were from
foreign countries. New England and New
York were listed as birthplaces for 65 percent
of the remainder. The rest hailed from vari-
ous northern states.

he occupational and

economic profile of
Adventists does not necessarily discredit all
efforts to explain the movement in terms of
stress or deprivation. It does suggest that
straightforward economic explanations are
not adequate. Common sense would indicate
that some sort of stress or deprivation was
involved in individual decisions to join the
Advent movement. People did not make the
radical changes Adventism required if they
were fully content and comfortable with
their immediate circumstances and future
prospects. The sources of discomfort, how-
ever, were as likely to lie in the psychic,
religious and moral backgrounds of the indi-
viduals as in their economic statuses. This
study provides no evidence to help identify
what those discomforts might be; it simply
seeks to establish that they were not overtly
economic.

Once a person became a Seventh-day Ad-
ventist in 1860, he certainly experienced rela-
tive status deprivation — a sense that he was
no longer able to command the deference and
respect which he felt his character and ac-
complishments merited. Adventist hymns
and personal religious testimonies from this
period often express a keen sense of aliena-
tion from the larger society.'* Adventist be-
liefs such as millenarianism and the obser-
vance of the seventh-day Sabbath, the perse-
cution and ridicule they received, as well as
their geographic mobility and isolation all
served to heighten their sense of alienation
even as their religious ritual and ideology
expressed a thriving sense of community
within the group.

This study raises the further question of
whether millenarian ideology might actually
sustain efforts to accumulate wealth. I am
satisfied that in the case at hand, a better
understanding of the nature of Adventist mil-
lenarian ideology shows its compatability
and perhaps even positive correlation with
upward economic mobility.
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The common assumption is that mil-
lenarianism is passive, pessimistic and fatalis-
tic; for it predicts the decline and doom of a
world which can only be rescued by the
miraculous and cataclysmic intervention of
God. On the other hand, millennialism,
which expects the Kingdom of God to
emerge through the progressive betterment
of mankind on this earth is thought to be
optimistic and activistic. If this view of the
millenarian mood holds true at all, it is cer-
tainly a misreading of Adventist mil-
lenarianism. Edwin Gaustad noted concern-
ing Seventh-day Adventists that “‘seldom
while expecting a kingdom of God from
heaven, has a group worked so diligently for
one on earth.” Winthrop Hudson repeated
the comment, but neither scholar really tried
to resolve the paradox that lay behind it.*¢
For that matter, few Adventists would rec-
ognize it themselves, although one solution
lies right on the surface of the historical evi-
dence. By the late 1850s, sabbatarian Advent-
ists had abandoned all attempts to set dates
for Christ’s return (their Millerite experience
had inoculated them against that error), and
they had also adopted an important explana-
tion of the ““delay” of the Parousia. They still
felt the Second Coming was overdue, but
now Christ was waiting for ‘“His people” to
get ready. “God will prove His people,”
Ellen White wrote: “‘If the message had been
of as short duration as many of us supposed,
there would have been no time for them to
develop character.”’

This interpretation of the delay in Christ’s
coming made the ideological implications of
their beliefs almost millennialist. They
would usher in the Kingdom of God by
achieving that state of spiritual preparedness
for which God was waiting. I say ‘“‘almost”
millennialists because they did not abandon
their insistence that the world as a whole was
in a precipitous moral decline and that only
the literal, visible Second Coming of Christ
would reverse the trend. Their “millen-
nialism” was a more private affair involving
the perfecting of a saving remnant.

Nevertheless, for the believers themselves,
the important thing was that there were tasks
to be done and goals to be achieved before
Christ could come. Although their rhetoric
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may have sounded a note of alarm and fore-
boding to outsiders, the prospect of the Sec-
ond Coming could only inspire them with
the most exalted sort of excitement; for that
event would vindicate all of their efforts as a
group and individually. Thus, Adventist mil-
lenarianism was neither pessimistic, passive,
or fatalistic, but perfectly consistent with a
striving for human betterment in both
spiritual and economic matters. Indeed,
Ellen White linked morals and money in an
1861 Testimony for the Church:

I was shown [in vision] that in temporal
matters R.F.C. was too easy and negli-
gent. He has lacked energy, and has con-
sidered it a virtue to leave things to the
Lord which the Lord has left to him. It is
only in cases of great emergency that the
Lord interposes for us. We have a work to
do, burdens and responsibilities to bear,
and in thus doing we obtain an experience.
He manifests the same character in
spiritual matters as in his temporal affairs.
There is a lack of zeal and earnestness to
make thorough work. All should act with
more discretion and wisdom in regard to
the things of God than they manifest in
temporal things to secure an earthly pos-
session.'®
Even as she urged her fellow church mem-

bers to display energy, zeal and earnestness in

‘““Adventist millenarianism was
neither pessimistic, passive, or
fatalistic, but perfectly consistent
with a striving for human better-
ment in both spiritual and
economic matters.”’

their financial and spiritual endeavors, Mrs.
White also advocated avoidance of any sort
of economic entanglement with outsiders. “I
saw that God was displeased with his people
for being surety for unbelievers. . . . I saw
that Sabbath-keepers should not be in
partnership with unbelievers. God’s people
trust too much to the words of strangers, ask



Volume 10, Number 2

their advice and counsel, when they should
not.”'” Here Mrs. White, the chief architect
of Adventist ideology, takes the aggressive
but independent action inherent in the
group’s millenarian theology and applies it
directly to practical economic affairs.?

ooking both back-

ward and forward
from 1860 only reinforces the findings of this
paper concerning the Adventist position in
society. Although he cited only scattered
cases to support his contention, Ernest San-
deen concluded:

Neither the British nor the American
millenarians of the nineteenth century
seem to fit the pattern delineated for earlier
apocalyptic millenarians. They do not
seem to have been people deprived of
power, nor potential revolutionaries, nor,
most significantly, threatened with de-
struction. Instead, they were often well-
to-do, if not wealthy.?!

Sandeen went on to resolve the problem of
the Millerites’” appeal by showing how close a
“fit” did exist between what they were say-
ing and what Jacksonian Americans believed
and feared.

Three twentieth-century studies of Ad-
ventist economic status — all by an-
thropologists — have yielded results strik-
ingly similar to those observed in 1860. In
1940, Walter R. Goldschmidt, under the in-
spiration of Niebuhr’s Social Sources of De-
nominationalism, studied ‘‘class de-
nominationalism’ in a small community in
California’s San Joaquin Valley. He divided
the churches into two classes, “nuclear’” and
“outsider.” He described the former as hav-
ing privileges of the major institutions of the
community — clubs, churches, official and
quasi-official bodies. The latter, he said, re-
mained on the social peripheries and included
the large body of unskilled labor in the com-
munity. However, when he started actually
to chart the various sects, he turned from
these criteria and classified the churches
strictly on the basis of the occupations of
their members. By this standard, Adventists
fit the “nuclear” category, but Goldschmidt
noted: ‘“The Seventh-day Adventists are
composed largely of farm operators, most of
them having small units. Since the large pro-
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portion of their congregation is drawn from
outside the community, itis difficult to assess
their social position accurately.”’?* Later, in a
book, he resolved the anomaly by adding a
third category — “‘in-group churches” — to
accommodate Adventists and other groups
that seemed to keep to themselves despite
their apparent occupational success.?

Although his sample is small and localized,
Goldschmidt’s breakdown of Adventist oc-
cupations in 1940 does allow for a tentative
four-way comparison between Adventists
and all Michiganders in 1860 and Wasco,
California, Adventists and all other residents
of Kern County in 1940 (see Figure B). This
comparison suggests that at both times
members of the sect included about the aver-
age number of managers, proprietors and
professionals, were dramatically above aver-
age in their percentage of farmers, and sub-
stantially below average in their unskilled
laboring population. By 1940, the ranks of
Adventist skilled laborers had increased from
eight percent to 37 percent, while farm
operators had decreased from 78 percent to
40 percent. This rise in the percentage of
skilled laborers at the expense of the farmers
among Adventists over this 80-year period is
another demonstration of the sect’s continu-
ing middle-status economic tendencies. Ad-
ventists who in 1860 might have been farm-
ers were by 1940 to be found among skilled
laborers. They neither rose to professional or
managerial status nor fell into the ranks of
unskilled labor. Goldschmidt’s study of a
single community is too selective to use for
any final conclusions, but it does appear to
place Adventists in roughly the same middle
rank economic position within the larger so-
ciety which they occupied in 1860.%*

A more intensive study was undertaken by
Gary Schwartz in a recent book which com-
pared and contrasted Adventists and Pen-
tecostals in “‘a large midwestern city”
doubtless Chicago. Schwartz made every ef-
fort to understand Adventist theology and
ideology, arguing that in complex modern
societies ideology plays the same role which
ritual plays in primitive religion: it is that by
which the sacred order is brought into jux-
taposition with the secular so as to suffuse the
secular order with meaning. The essential
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element of Adventist ideology, according to
Schwartz, is that success is achieved through
the orderly, predictable and rational alloca-
tion of religious energies and economic re-
sources. He discovered a group of people
involved in clerical, sales and managerial jobs
— primarily with small firms rather than
large corporations. He found a high value
placed on self~employment and professional
roles, a heavy stress on education and a great
deal of optimism about the chances of rising
economically.?* As in other times and places,
Chicago Adventists wanted to control their
own work experience.

While I believe this explains why Advent-
ists tend to rise to a little above average in the

““The millenarian aspects of
Adventism do not appear to be
incompatible with a substantial
economic status; indeed mille-
narianism may actually function
to inspire the accumulation

of wealth.”

economic scale, I think it also explains why
they very rarely rise higher than that, why
they have few millionaires or highly placed
corporate executives such as Mormons do.
Mormonism from the beginning stressed
corporate action, a form of social organiza-
tion peculiarly fitted to the economic order
that emerged in late nineteenth-century
America. While the persistent agrarian tradi-
tion somewhat impeded the fullest exploita-
tion of this corporate emphasis in social life,
the fact remains that Mormons had a
stronger emphasis on cooperation than did
Adventists.?® Joseph Smith called his people
together to build Zion, whereas Ellen White
stressed the virtues of country living and the
agrarian way of life.?” When her husband, the
promotional and organizational genius of
early Adventism, suggested a cooperative
mercantile business for the church in 1872,
the idea fell on deaf ears.?® Adventists re-
mained fiercely individualistic in their per-
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sonal economic affairs. The wealthy Advent-
ists today are primarily physicians. The Ad-
ventist folk hero is not a J. Willard Marriott
with a corporate empire, but, according to
Schwartz, the lonely missionary doctor.?*
The allusion to missionary doctors calls to
mind another anthropologist’s work, a study
of the role of Seventh-day Adventism and
social change among the Aymara Indians of
southern Peru.’® Apparently, millenarian
Adventism can appeal to the “distressed and
suffering poor’” under the right circum-
stances. The turn of the century witnessed a
number of bloody uprisings among the
Aymara resulting from occasional land sei-
zures on the part of local mestizos. A young
man, Manuel Camacho, whose family had
lost its lands, met an Adventist missionary
from Lima while serving in the army.
Camacho had earlier been educated in a
Methodist school. With the encouragement
of the Adventist missionary, Camacho re-
turned to his village to open a school in 1904.
He also began to organize his neighbors polit-
ically and eventually led a delegation to Lima
to plead with the president for protection of
Indian lands and for more schools in which
they could learn how to defend themselves.
The mestizos reacted negatively, and local
priests forced Camacho to close his school.
Camacho then called for an Adventist mis-
sionary to come to his village. Eventually, he
was baptized and joined the movement him-
self. By 1911, Frederick and Ana Stahl of
Minnesota had opened an Adventist school
among the Aymara. Unlike that of later mis-
sionaries, the Stahls’ work was primarily so-
cial and secondarily sectarian. By 1913, they
had located a school, medical dispensary and
mission headquarters at a highly visible point
on the main road from the departmental capi-
tal of Puno to the Bolivian border. Thisled to
conflicts with the local clerics and civil au-
thorities and eventually some Aymara con-
verts were arrested after they refused de-
mands to recant their new faith. This time,
however, the Aymara were able to use the
contacts provided by the American mis-
sionaries to publicize the case, an effort so
successful in arousing liberal and anticlerical
forces in Peru that it eventually led to a re-
formulation of the Peruvian constitution in
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1915 to allow for the public exercise of reli-
gious faiths other than that of Roman
Catholicism.>!

Donahue interprets the Aymara case as one
of clear-cut economic, political and medical
deprivation. While it seems clear enough that
it was not primarily the millenarian aspects of
Adventism which appealed to the Indians,
nevertheless, millenarian Adventism was not
incompatible with social action and im-
provement in socioeconomic status.
Donahue shows how improved proficiency
in Spanish, experience in administering the
social and religious services of the church,
access to medical care and a sense of affilia-
tion which transcended village boundaries
helped the Aymara increase their geographic
and social mobility.

The limitations of the Adventist outlook
began to be felt once the Aymara attempted
to make their way into the cities. Members of
city congregations were self~employed and
thus able to offer few employment opportu-
nities to their friends from the hinterland.
Problems with Saturday work also impeded
economic progress and led to the creation of a
large body of ‘“‘unofficial” members — los
interesados (those who were interested in the
movement, but were not active church-
goers).

Millenarian religion then, in its Adventist
form, has appealed to both the economically
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comfortable and the economically deprived.
The millenarian aspects of Adventism do not
appear to be incompatible with a substantial
economic status; indeed, millenarianism may
actually function to inspire the accumulation
of wealth. But to the extent that the
apocalyptic outlook insures alienation from
the larger society and places a high value on
independent occupations, it does appear to
limit economic progress in a complex econ-
omy based on corporate action and interde-
pendence. The observance of the seventh-
day Sabbath is also a potent force pushing
Adventists toward economic non-
cooperation, however, and must be added to
millenarianism as an alienating influence in
economic life. Schwartz, after his study of
midwestern Adventists, concluded that their
ideology was a means of improving their
upward mobility, but added: “The dominant
success image which underlies this ideology
may be somewhat out of date. These people
see the independent entrepreneur and the
self~employed professional or businessman
rather than the corporate executive or techni-
cian as the model for success in this world.”*?
Seen in purely economic terms, this *“success
image’’ may be out of date, but in terms of
the total value system of Adventism, it offers
an acceptable goal for a group that values not
only access to money, but also an accent on
the millennium.
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