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6 6 'T 'h e  Art o f Expression” appears
1. this month as a chapter in a book, 

Seeking Sanctuary: Seventh-day Adventists and 
the American Dream. The book explores not only 
Adventist theology, but its structure and patterns 
o f behavior. The authors draw on a wide range o f  
Adventist publications and their own extensive 
interviews.

Both authors were raised in Seventh-day Ad
ventist homes; one is a baptized member. Mal
colm Bull, a junior research fellow at Wolfson 
College, Oxford, and a doctoral candidate in the 
history o f  art at the university o f London, was 
president o f the Oxford Union, the undergraduate 
debating society that has been led by men who 
many times became British cabinet ministers. 
Keith Lockhart attended Adventist schools, in
cluding Newbold College and Andrews Univer
sity. He taught in the Adventist educational sys
tem and is now a reporter with the Guardian.

—The Editors

A mong the early Adventists, the 
preferred mode of religious ex

pression was shouting. In the 1840s they followed 
the practice of the “Shouting” Methodists, from 
whose ranks many of them were drawn, of utter
ing cries of spiritual exaltation. “Glory! Glory! 
Glory!” the phrase Ellen White repeated on fall
ing into vision, was typical. Speaking in tongues 
was an unusual, but not unknown, manifestation 
of the same enthusiasm. In general, however, 
Adventists shouted out short, unconnected phras
es of their own language, the vigor of enunciation 
making up for whatever was lacking in the sophis
tication of the utterance.1
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At a contemporary white Adventist service, 
there is unlikely to be any comparable display of 
emotion. In Black and Hispanic churches, there is 
more spontaneity. The words of the preacher may 
be affirmed with a chorus of “Amen,” and in
dividual worshipers may feel free to call out 
“Praise the Lord” or “Hallelujah.” Despite this 
freedom, Adventist worship is generally re
strained and carefully organized; and it bears no 
resemblance to the unstructured, ecstasy-induc
ing practices of modem charismatic or Pentecos
tal groups. It would be misleading to account for 
the change from an enthusiastic mode of expres
sion to a more regulated approach solely in terms 
of the declining fervor and increasing respectabil
ity of the church’s membership. Religious emo
tions are susceptible to various forms of expres
sion: they may burst forth seemingly uncon
trolled; they may be channeled into evangelistic 
endeavor, they may be clothed in the languages of 
art and music; or they may be repressed in a mute, 
but telling, gesture of denial. D ie history of Ad
ventist self-expression is not just the familiar tale 
of excitement melting into indifference; it is also 
a story of transformation and renewal in which the 
peculiarity of the Adventist experience is crea
tively reinterpreted and re-expressed by succeed
ing generations.

To appreciate the richness of the Adventist 
tradition, it is necessary to look beyond the instru
mental aspect of Adventist practices to their sym
bolic significance. An action or creation of the 
Adventist community may have both a pragmatic 
and an expressive function. Adventists speak in 
order to communicate, dress in order to keep 
warm, build churches in order to hold services, 
and so on. But the way in which they speak, dress, 
or build is not solely a means to an end; it also



reveals, perhaps unintentionally, the aspirations 
and tensions that are inherent in the Adventist 
experience. In all that they do, church members 
are liable to betray something of their Adventism. 
The fact that they have not, on the whole, been 
notable for artistic achievement does not mean 
that Adventist culture is devoid of interest. The 
very absence of artistic experimentation may it
self be an important aesthetic statement.

The presence of a shared set of cultural idioms 
is most easily discovered in Adventist churches. 
Members may live far from one another in homes 
indistinguishable from those of their neighbors; 
but when they meet together for worship, they 
engage in a specifically Adventist activity in a 
space specially set aside for the purpose. Al
though it can be said that Adventism became an 
organized denomination in order to preserve its 
property, the more significant fact is that the 
Adventist movement was sufficiently stable to 
need its own buildings. Churches imply continu
ity of commitment. Their maintenance demands 
the presence of a loyal body of adherents; the 
merely curious, however numerous, are better ac
commodated in tents or hired halls. A church 
presupposes a community of believers.

Although in urban areas Adventists may often 
purchase the redundant churches of other denomi
nations, most churches are purpose built.2 They 
require few fixtures. A pulpit, a baptistry large 
enough to immerse adults, a communion table, 
and seating for the congregation are the only ne
cessities. Of these, the pulpit is of primary impor
tance. Communion is celebrated only four times 
a year, and baptisms may be infrequent, so the 
sermons preached from the pulpit are the natural 
focus of attention.

T he sense most vital to an apprecia
tion of a service is hearing. There 

is no incense to smell, usually no bread or wine to 
taste, and no icons or holy water to touch. The 
only other sense employed is that of sight, which 
serves chiefly to identify the sources of sound and 
aid the process of hearing. To this end, the pulpit 
is generally located in the center of a raised 
platform at the end of the building opposite the en
trance. Its prominence emphasizes the authority

of the preacher, the centrality of the sermon, and 
the primacy of the word.

Potential visual distractions are kept to a mini
mum: ministers wear no special garb; there are 
usually no processions, no statues or pictures, no 
crosses, and no figurative stained glass. (Abstract 
designs in stained glass have, however, recently 
become a more common feature.) Congregational 
participation also employs the medium of sound. 
There are generally two or three hymns and per
haps a special music item in the main preaching 
service. At the earlier service, the Sabbath school, 
adults listen, and perhaps contribute, to a discus
sion of a specially prepared and standardized 
Bible study provided by the General Conference. 
For most Adventists, Saturday morning is occu
pied with two or more hours of listening, singing, 
and speaking.

This exclusive concentration on sound is bal
anced only at the quarterly celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper at which, in addition to the com
munion (itself purely a memorial and not a sacra-

The practice is not inappropriate; 
it can be taken to signify the 
Adventist estrangement from 
society. Men and women leave 
their families to enter the un
familiar environment of Adventism 
into which they are initiated by 
another act of washing—baptism.

ment), Adventists perform the “ordinance of 
humility” in which, in imitation of Christ, they 
divide into pairs of the same sex to wash one 
another ’ s feet. This practice is a legacy of the time 
when Adventists defined themselves by their 
willingness to wash one another’s feet and greet 
one another with a holy kiss. The kiss, with its 
suggestion of sexual license, has disappeared, but 
foot washing has survived. Its intimacy serves as 
a reminder of the strong sense of community that 
binds members together, but its infrequent per
formance is typical of the restraint that character
izes Adventist social interaction. The exceptional 
nature of the rite is emphasized by the actions it 
requires. The congregation often leaves the



church, the customary center of worship, to enter 
other rooms in which water, bowls, and towels 
have been made ready. Men and women, who 
customarily sit together in family groups, are 
separated. There may be conversation or prayer 
dining foot washing, but it is irrelevant to the 
action, which is concerned not with sound but 
with touch. The hands, which are normally in 
contact with other hands, are brought down to 
touch another person’s feet—the customary order 
of relationships between the parts of the body is 
thus disturbed. In all of these respects, the ordi
nance is peculiar, not only in terms of non-Ad- 
ventist behavior but in an Adventist context as

The Adventist preference for 
sound as a means of expression 
is indicative of particular 
sensitivity to the modalities of 
time, to beginnings and endings,
speeds and rhythms___ To be
an Adventist is to have an acute 
awareness of location in time.

well. In consequence, some members feel awk
ward or embarrassed when performing the rite. 
However, the practice is not inappropriate; it can 
be taken to signify the Adventist estrangement 
from society. Men and women leave their fami
lies to enter the unfamiliar environment of Ad
ventism into which they are initiated by another 
act of washing—baptism. The ordinance, anoma
lous in its Adventist setting, reenacts the process 
by which Adventist themselves have been sepa
rated from the world to enter a new sphere of 
activity. Through its peculiarity in Adventism, 
the rite symbolizes Adventist peculiarity in the 
world.3

In this, the ceremony of foot washing makes 
explicit what is implicit in other aspects of Ad
ventist worship. The emphasis on sound is also 
particularly appropriate in Adventism, because it 
presupposes, as does foot washing, a social con
text. The spoken word becomes audible only 
where speaker and listener are in a shared space; 
it becomes intelligible only where there is shared

language. Where worship is constituted through 
an exchange of sounds, as it is in Adventism, a 
community of speakers and listeners is assumed. 
In contrast, those forms of Christianity in which 
visual or tactile expression is more important lend 
themselves more easily to individual spirituality. 
The painter of an icon need not be in direct contact 
with the person who venerates it. The rosary is a 
solitary exercise.

The Adventist concentration on sound belies 
the superficial impression that they adhere to the 
minimalist aesthetic of Puritanism. Unlike Quak
ers, Adventists are loathe to sit in silence, and 
music has always been a significant part of wor
ship. Adventist churches may be architecturally 
uninspiring and lacking in visual interest, but the 
absence of decoration has more to do with a 
mistrust of sight than an abhorrence of superflu
ity. In sound, Adventists are prepared to tolerate 
a degree of variety and elaboration well beyond 
functional necessity. Churches that would never 
contemplate using expensive sculpture or glass 
are prepared to spend large sums on installing a 
good organ. Short items of classical instrumental 
music are regularly performed in church services. 
Adventist choirs and instrumental groups per
form frequently in both religious and secular 
contexts. The best-known artists associated with 
Adventism—Prince, a songwriter who grew up in 
the church, the sometime church member and 
rock singer Little Richard, and the conductor of 
the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra Herbert 
Blomstedt—are musicians.4

Adventists are also encouraged to acquire 
rhetorical skills. In church services, members are 
expected to contribute to discussion of the Sab
bath school lesson, announce hymns, make long 
extemporized prayers, and, in smaller churches, 
preach sermons. Obviously, all members do not 
engage in these functions, but many do, and 
children are taught to speak in public by reciting 
Bible texts. In Adventist schools, unusual empha
sis is placed on the acquisition of skills in public 
speaking. Adventists, as individuals, are often 
unusually articulate, for speech, the organized 
production of sound, is their chosen, and often 
their exclusive, means of expression.

This concern with sound is significant, not only



because it presupposes a high degree of social 
interaction, but also because time rather than 
space is the dimension that makes it possible. 
Music and speech extend through time, not 
space.5 It is through the modification of tempo 
and frequency that variety, and thus significance, 
is given to sound. The Adventist preference for 
sound as a means of expression is indicative of 
particular sensitivity to the modalities of time, to 
beginnings and endings, speeds and rhythms. 
Such awareness is unsurprising. Adventist theol
ogy is primarily concerned with time— with the 
time of the end, the correct timing of the Sabbath, 
the prophetic interpretation of time.6 To be an 
Adventist is to have an acute awareness of loca
tion in time. It is important to know which day of 
the week it is; it is vital to think of history as 
temporal progression punctuated by dates of 
prophetic significance. In particular it is through 
their understanding of time that Adventists differ 
from the members of other Christian groups. 
Adventists have an unusual perception of history 
as a sequence of prophetically bounded time 
packages; they are almost alone in considering the 
seventh day of the weekly time cycle to be the 
Sabbath; and they are unique in thinking that only 
a Sabbathkeeping remnant will be able to move 
from time to eternity at the Second Coming. 
Adventist theology describes history in distinc
tive fashion, gives church members peculiar 
temporal obligations, and projects an extraordi
nary future for the church itself. Adventists use 
time as the dimension of expression, for it is also 
their primary dimension of experience.

As a corollary of this, Adventists tend to disre
gard the significance of all that is extended in 
space. As the world is soon to perish, all that it 
contains is an irrelevance; only that which will 
travel through time to eternity is important. This 
attitude is clearly revealed in a 1849 hymnal 
compiled by James White. Many of the hymns, 
some of Millerite origin, express this conviction:

Farewell! farewell! to all below,
My Jesus calls and I must go:
I’ll launch my boat upon the sea,
This land is not the land for me.
This world is not my home;
This world is not my home;

This world is all a wilderness;
This world is not my home.7

The message that there is no salvation in space but 
only in time is perhaps most clearly expressed in 
a hymn reprinted from Joshua Himes’s Millen
nial Harp:

Here o’er the earth as a stranger I roam,
Here is no rest—is no rest;
Here as a pilgrim I wander alone,
Yet I am blest—I am blest.
For I look forward to that glorious day 
When sin and sorrow will vanish away,
My heart doth leap while I hear Jesus say, 
“There, there is rest—there is rest.”8

That which is visible and tangible 
is, of its very nature, unlikely to 
offer anything of spiritual benefit. 
Adventism’s unenthusiastic 
response to the visual arts is . . .  a 
reflection of the general tendency 
to devalue those things that are 
extended in space.

No amount of movement in space will bring relief 
from the trials of life; only the passage of time and 
“that glorious day” offer any hope.

This perception is particularly interesting 
when viewed in the light of American history. 
The United States was founded by immigrants 
who crossed the Atlantic to build a new life in a 
strange land. The new continent may have been a 
wilderness, but it was one in which Christians had 
a mission. In the revolutionary war against Brit
ain, the republic was likened to “the woman in the 
wilderness” persecuted by the dragon.9 The pil
grimage hymns take on additional significance 
when understood in this context. The words, “I ’ll 
launch my boat upon the sea, /  This land is not the 
land for me” were sung by the descendants of 
relatively recent immigrants. “This world is all a 
wilderness, /  This world is not my home” is a sen
timent expressed by people whose neighbors 
looked on the American wilderness as a sacred 
opportunity to realize the millennium.10 The last 
verse of the hymn contains a final insult for those 
who took egalitarianism to be the philosophy



favored by God over the antiquated, feudal insti
tutions of Europe:

Praise be to God our hope’s on high;
The angels sing and so do I:
Where seraphs bow and bend the knee,
O that’s the land—the land for me.11

Even without this added twist, which equated 
heaven with hierarchical social organization, 
such sentiments were unorthodox. Americans 
felt that they could overcome their difficulties by 
moving through space; Adventists asserted un
equivocally that this was impossible and that only 
temporal transition opened the prospect of eternal 
bliss.

This indifference to the possibilities offered in 
space helps to explain the Adventist preference 
for unadorned churches and functional buildings. 
That which is visible and tangible is, of its very 
nature, unlikely to offer anything of spiritual 
benefit. Adventism’s unenthusiastic response to 
the visual arts is thus, at least in part, a reflection 
of the general tendency to devalue those things 
that are extended in space. It is an attitude that also 
finds expression in Adventist taboos. Ostenta
tious clothing signifies an undue concern with the 
time-bound things of this world and, as such, is 
discouraged. Jewelry suffers similar condemna
tion, as does, at least among traditional Advent
ists, the use of makeup. The problem with such 
adornment is that it draws attention to the surfaces 
and orifices of the body, thus emphasizing that the 
body is defined in space. Similarly, Ellen White 
objected to the use of confining garments because 
they were designed to create a particular shape 
and thus redefine the body in spatial terms. 
Concern with female health was the primary mo
tivation for this stand, but it can also be seen as an 
effort to avoid anything that draws attention to the 
body as an entity extended in space.12 For an 
Adventist, spatial extension was the medium of 
damnation; salvation was to be found in the exten
sion of bodies through time.

Some “worldly” practices are to be avoided 
because they locate the church and its members in 
the static dimension of space and are thus liable to 
prevent them from moving freely through time to 
eternity. Such taboos are concerned with the way 
in which Adventists define their bodies and build

ings. Another set of taboos, regarding the intake 
rather than the production of cultural values, 
derives from a different imperative: the need to 
prevent church members from imbibing rival 
understandings of the structure and significance 
of time. Fiction is the most obvious example.13 
Writing, like speech, depends for its effect on the 
ability of the reader to retain sensory impressions 
gained over a period of time and organize them 
into an intelligible sequence. Reading is unlike 
hearing in that it is concerned with what is visible 
rather than what is audible, but it shares a reliance 
on temporal sequence. This is true not only on the 
level of the sentence—where intelligibility de
pends on the order in which the words are read— 
but also on the larger scale of the book. In the 
novel, in which the narrative flows from a clearly 
defined beginning to a predetermined end and the 
plot develops in the shadow of its unknown but 
ineluctable resolution, the reader is induced into 
an experience of time in which impressions are 
manipulated to engender an awareness of dura
tion different from that of everyday life. There is 
a sense of expectation supplementary to, and 
perhaps conflicting with, ordinary intimations of 
the future. In these respects, fiction performs the 
same function as apocalyptic, which is also con
cerned to reorient perceptions of time. Adventist 
eschatology, with its strong apocalyptic content, 
offers a unique apprehension of time: enjoyment 
of fiction involves at least a temporary betrayal of 
that understanding.

Ellen White clearly perceived that 
Adventism was incompatible with 

novel reading. In The Ministry o f Healing, she 
compared fiction to alcohol, advising that

the only safety for the inebriate, and the only safeguard 
for the temperate man, is total abstinence. For the lover 
of fiction the same rule holds true. T otal abstinence is his 
only safety.14

Her objection to novels, even those of reputed 
quality, was that they interfered with the mind’s 
ability to make coherent sense of the world:

Even fiction which contains no suggestion of impurity, 
and which may be intended to teach excellent principles, 
is harmful. It encourages the habit of hasty and superfi
cial reading merely for the story. Thus it tends to destroy



the power of connected. . .  thought; it unfits the soul to 
contemplate the great problems of duty and destiny.13

Novels disrupted perceptions of time: “To the ac
tive minds of children and youth the scenes pic
tured in imaginary revelations of the future are 
realities.”16 Even fairy tales “impart false views 
of life and beget and foster a desire for the 
unreal.”17 The trouble with all narrative was that 
it offered a sequence of perceptions to the mind 
that might constitute an alternative way of view
ing the world. Fictional works

contain statements and highly wrought pen pictures that 
excite the imagination and give rise to a train of thought 
which is full of danger, especially to the youth. The 
scenes described are lived over and over again in their 
thoughts. Such reading unfits the mind for usefulness 
and disqualifies it for spiritual exercise.18

Along with novels, Adventists were also 
taught to avoid other forms of entertainment that 
offered an apprehension of time incompatible 
with that of the church’s theology. The theater 
came in for particular condemnation, and the 
cinema has fallen under similar disapproval in the 
20th century. Unlike fiction, which relies solely 
on the organization of the words in time, the 
cinema, the theater, and, most recently, televi
sion, involve the organization of images. As such 
they are manifestations of the concern with space 
that Adventists have long equated with worldli
ness. They thus embody a dual threat: not only the 
possibility of being seduced by a rival understand
ing of the world, but also the danger of being 
trapped in space, in the sphere of matter, in the 
realm of the flesh. Bodies defined by, and inter
acting in, space in an artificially constituted and 
nonapocalyptic time were free to incline toward 
that most spatially defined of evils— sex. Ellen 
White complained that in the theater “low songs, 
lewd gestures, expressions and attitudes deprave 
the imagination and debase the morals.”19 It was, 
she said, “the very hotbedof immorality;”20 as for 
dancing, it was “a school of depravity”; opera 
opened “the door to sensual indulgence.”21 

Adventists were well aware that their true 
home was in heaven and they were constantly 
being exhorted to emulate the devotion and obe
dience of the angels.22 The corollary of this 
orientation toward the divine realm was the desire

to be free of the limitations of this world. The 
angels were the representative inhabitants of 
heaven; the timebound character of earth was 
exemplified by the animals. Humans were pic
tured as standing somewhere between the angels 
and the animals and, in becoming like angels, 
people were expected to become as unlike ani
mals as possible. According to Ellen White, it was 
the mingling of human and animal characteristics 
that had prompted God to destroy humanity in the 
Noachian flood:

But if there was one sin above another which called 
for the destruction of the race by the flood, it was the base 
crime of amalgamation of man and beast which defaced 
the image of God, and caused confusion everywhere.23

It was peculiarly appropriate that 
meat eating and the “animalism” it 
caused would jeopardize the 
reproduction of the image of God 
in human beings for, at the end of 
time, all those who were not to be 
saved would have the “mark of the 
beast.”

In particular, animals were associated with 
unbridled greed and lust. Having neither reason 
nor intellect, animals needed to be trained by 
human beings.24 But human beings shared animal 
instincts and, for this reason, needed to acquire 
self-control. Ellen White was adamant that “the 
animal part of our nature should never be left to 
govern the moral and intellectual,”25 but should 
rather be kept in “rigid subjection.”26 Parents 
were instructed not “to degrade their bodies by 
beastly indulgence of the animal passions”27 and 
were advised to feed their children properly lest 
“everything noble is sacrificed to the appetite and 
animal passions predominate.”28

Food was particularly dangerous, for through 
eating animals, people were in danger of becom
ing more like them. Ellen White warned one 
couple that “your family have partaken largely of 
flesh meats, and the animal propensities have 
been strengthened, while the intellectual have 
been weakened.”29 She continued, “The use of the 
flesh of animals tends to cause a grossness of



body, and benumbs the fine sensibilities of the 
mind.”30 By eating meat, people could lose those 
qualities of mind that distinguished them from the 
animal kingdom. In a sense, eating the flesh of 
animals was liable to effect the same confusion of 
the species that had existed before the flood. The 
amalgamation of human being and beast had 
“defaced the image of God.” According to Ellen 
White, Christ died so that “the defaced image of 
God will be restored in humanity, and a family of 
believing saints will finally inherit the heavenly 
home.”31 Meat eating endangered this restora
tion: “Grains and fru it. . .  should be the food for 
the tables of all who claim to be preparing for 
translation to Heaven.”32

Could it be that Adventists, 
through depicting their foes on 
paper and in papier-måché, are 
expressing both their fear and 
their assurance of ultimate 
victory? To represent such 
malevolent forces is to limit their 
potency; it is an act of control. * 13 * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

It was peculiarly appropriate that meat eating 
and the “animalism” it caused would jeopardize 
the reproduction of the image of God in human 
beings for, at the end of time, all those who were 
not to be saved would have the “mark of the beast” 
as a result of worshiping the beast of Revelation
13. The convergence of these ideas is probably
fortuitous, but it is also significant, for it consti
tutes a coherent set of symbols. Salvation in
volves the repudiation of animal passions, flesh
foods, and the beast and his image. For people
poised between heaven and earth, between the
angels and the animals, such imagery is compel
ling. It reinforces the Adventist message that
what is extended in space, what is purely material
or animal, is to be left behind by the saints as they
move into heavenly time to join the company of
the angels.

In the light of this, it is especially interesting
that pictures of the beasts in Daniel and Revela
tion are perhaps the images most characteristic of
Adventist art. They were present from the begin

nings of the church. When John Greenleaf Whit
tier attended a Millerite camp meeting, he com
mented on seeing “the wonders of the Apocalyp
tic vision—the beasts, the dragons, the scarlet 
wom an. . .  exhibited like the beasts of a traveling 
menagerie.” One particular image caught his eye, 
a dragon with “hideous heads and scaly caudal 
extremity.”33 As evangelistic tools, pictures of the 
beasts proved effective. Later Adventist preach
ers even used three-dimensional models. Ellen 
White wrote warmly of one such evangelist:

Brother S. dwells especially upon the prophecies in 
the books of Daniel and Revelation. He has large repre
sentations of the beasts spoken of in these books. These 
beasts are made of papier-måché, and by an ingenious in
vention, they may be brought at the proper time before 
the congregation. Thus he holds the attention of the 
people, while he preaches the truth to them.34

Adventists devoted time and imagination to the 
depiction of the beasts, whose appearance could 
only be reconstructed from their strange descrip
tions in the Bible. Uriah Smith, the great exposi
tor of prophecy, also used his artistic skill to make 
woodcuts in which he depicted the beasts of 
Daniel 8 and Revelation 13.35 The absence of any 
one authorized representation left considerable 
scope for individual artists to portray the beasts in 
ways that reflected their own preoccupations. For 
example, in the representations of the two-homed 
beast, symbolizing the United States, it is possi
ble to perceive a gradual mellowing in the attitude 
of the artists’ concept, from the snorting bison of 
1907 to a cuddly lamb in 1947.36

The beasts were illustrated with regularity and 
ingenuity. There were obviously good pragmatic 
reasons for this. The biblical descriptions of the 
beasts were difficult to visualize, and color repre
sentations served both a didactic and a dramatic 
purpose. But the significance of the representa
tions surely ran deeper. Adventists were not gen
erally given to using visual media for religious 
expression. It is odd that the most striking excep
tion to the general rule should be the pictures of 
the beasts. These are the visual images most likely 
to be referred to during a traditional Adventist re
ligious meeting. There are no crucifixes, no re
presentations of the nativity, no statues or icons of 
saints to draw the eye. The chief association of



visual stimulus is the exposition of the prophe
cies in which the speaker may use charts, or 
cloths, or in recent years, slides or videos.

In assessing this practice, it must be remem
bered that the beasts are the adversaries of God 
and his remnant church. The beasts of Daniel 7 
persecuted the Jews and the early Christians; the 
beasts of Revelation 13 are expected to persecute 
the Adventists. They represent dangerous and de
monic powers. Could it be that Adventists, 
through depicting their foes on paper and in pa- 
pier-måché, are expressing both their fear and 
their assurance of ultimate victory? To represent 
such malevolent forces, to enclose them within a 
clearly defined space, is to limit their potency; it 
is an act of control. The significance of this is 
enhanced by the fact that the Adventists who 
created these images were also being exhorted to 
control their animal passions. The beasts, with 
their multiple heads and monstrous deformities, 
exhibited the full pathology of lust. As embodi
ments of animality, the beasts symbolized the 
defacement of God’s image resulting from sen
sual indulgence. The representation of the beasts 
enclosed them within space— the dimension of 
damnation— and distanced their creators from 
both their eschatological adversaries in the world 
and their animal appetites within.37

Obviously, not every act of representation 
has the effect of controlling and distancing its ob
ject. The peculiarity of the beasts is their ap
pearance in the context of religious meetings in 
which visual imagery is largely taboo. In general, 
Adventists have not been encouraged to engage in 
the visual arts for the reason that the decoration of 
space is a wasteful activity. The major exception 
has been book illustration. Adventists, with their 
preference for language, have been exceptionally 
active in publishing and distributing books, peri
odicals, and tracts. As many of these are sold to 
the public by colporteurs, there is considerable 
pressure to make Adventist publications as attrac
tive as possible. Ellen White sanctioned this 
practice but warned against any extravagance.38 
In consequence, Adventist publishers in the 20th 
century recruited their own illustrators, some of 
whose work is now familiar to church members 
throughout the world.

The most famous of these men was Harry 
Anderson.39 The son of a Swedish immigrant, he 
became a commercial artist doing illustrations for 
popular magazines. He was converted to Ad
ventism in 1943. His first color picture for the 
Review and Herald Publishing Association was 
painted in 1945. It was called “What Happened to 
Your Hand?” and it established a new genre in 
Adventist art. It depicted Christ clad in long 
white robes seated in a garden with an inquisitive 
girl in contemporary dress on his knee and a boy 
holding a toy airplane at his feet. It was the first 
of numerous pictures in which Christ is shown in 
modem settings. In “Christ at the Sickbed,” Jesus 
is depicted in a modem room at the bedside of a 
young girl; in “Christ of the Highway,” he directs 
lost travelers in an open-top sports car; in “A 
Modem Nicodemus,” he reasons with a middle- 
aged man in a well-appointed room; in the 
“Couple in a Garden,” he talks to two suburban-

Like time travelers, Adventists 
share space with their fellow 
Americans but do not themselves 
belong to it. They adapt to their 
surroundings, for they know that 
their stay is only temporary. They 
move unnoticed. Their peculiarity 
is unobtrusive, their dissent silent.

ites who have interrupted their garden chores to 
listen. It is a striking compositional technique, 
juxtaposing the eternal and temporal, the sublime 
and the commonplace. It was a procedure that 
could be reversed. In “May I Hold Him?” a group 
of modem children are present at the nativity in 
the stable in Bethlehem. In both, the figures ap
pear united within the picture’s space, but the 
viewer can perceive the incongruity by recogniz
ing that the figures are not united in time—one or 
more of them belongs to a different time or is 
outside of time altogether.

Another Adventist artist, Greg Constantine, a 
professor at Andrews University, has also ex
plored the idea of locating Christ in a contempo
rary setting. Although his technique is very dif-



ferent, owing more to expressionism and pop art 
than commercial realism, Constantine’s vision is 
essentially the same. His Christ does not inhabit 
suburbia but New York City. The story of the 
Good Samaritan becomes a mugging in Central 
Park. Lazarus is raised at Calvary Cemetery in 
Queens.40 For Constantine, picturing Christ in 
New York is the natural development of a series 
o f books in which famous artists have been pic
tured visiting major American cities. Van Gogh 
Visits New York, Leonardo Visits Los Angeles, 
and Picasso Visits Chicago all follow a similar 
pattern.41 The artist is brought out of his own time 
and enters the modem world, where he both 
adapts to contemporary culture and attempts to 
pursue his own projects in an unfamiliar setting. 
Constantine’s work lacks Anderson’s sentimen
tal piety; it is urbane, witty, and depends for its 
effect on a detailed knowledge of art and popular 
culture. But Constantine’s pictures of time trav
elers fulfill precisely the same function: they 
prompt reflection on the character of the alien, 
and they constitute an invitation to look at the 
world through the eyes of a stranger.

In an indirect way, these paintings may be seen

to reflect the religious and social position of the 
artists. The time travelers of Adventist art are not 
distanced from their surroundings in an arbitrary 
fashion but in the exact manner that Adventists 
are separated from the rest of society. The spec
tator is not deceived by spatial continuities but can 
see that one of the protagonists owes allegiance to 
a different temporal framework. The viewer is 
placed in the position of the divine judge for 
whom invisible discrepancies of synchronization 
are manifestations of an eternal choice. But those 
within the picture are unable to perceive its tem
poral dislocation. Reassured by the apparent 
unity of the space they inhabit, they treat the time 
traveler as one of themselves. In turn, the alien 
seems well adapted to his new environment, at 
home in a world of which he is not a part. Space 
elides the boundaries of time.

Nothing could reflect the Adventist experience 
more closely. Like time travelers, Adventists 
share space with their fellow Americans but do 
not themselves belong to it. They adapt to their 
surroundings, for they know that their stay is only 
temporary. They move unnoticed. Their peculi
arity is unobtrusive, their dissent silent.
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