by James W. Walters

WO WIDELY DISTRIBUTED PAINTINGS OF ELLEN

White capture two very different mod-

els of inspiration. The older, better-
known painting depicts Ellen White, pen in
hand, meditatively looking to heaven, await-
ing divine illumination. A more recent, more
helpful picture appeared on the cover of the
Adventist Review: a desk top covered with
reference books in the background, an open
book in the immediate foreground, with a
partially filled sheet of writing paper resting on
the book and a pen temporarily lying on the
desk.

The first painting reflects an authoritarian
model of inspiration, in which Ellen White’s
message comes word-for-word from heaven.
It was a2 model that emerged after her death.
With its living prophetess dead, the Adventist
Church succumbed to the temptation to el-

evate the prophetess’ words to unhealthy emi-
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Ellen White In
A New Key

James Walters offers a new model for understanding the role
and authority of Ellen White for the contemporary church.

nence. By the mid-20th century, this authori-
tarian model had gained pre-eminence in Ad-
ventism. Popular Adventist orthodoxy held
Ellen White’s writings tobe an indisputable last
word on church mores, policy, and doctrine.
The live voice that played such a critical role in
Adventist history had become a millstone
around the church’s neck.

However, in the past 20 years, two types of
evidence have severely challenged the wide-
spread authoritarian assumptions with which
many church members have approached Ellen
White’s writings. First, historical studies have
demonstrated that Ellen White’s writings—
their inspired character notwithstanding—are
culturally conditioned. Second, inquiries into
Ellen White’s production of texts have shown
considerable literary indebtedness.! This his-
torical and textual research has not destroyed
the credibility of Ellen White’s prophetic min-
istry. Itdoes mean that Adventism hastoadopt
another model forunderstanding Ellen White’s
prophetic ministry; rather than authoritarian,
Ellen White is authoritative. This model is cap-
tured by the Adventist Review cover depicting



Ellen White’s inspiration as including other
works.

A new model of an authoritative Ellen White
should include at minimum the following as-
sumptions:

e The biblical gift of prophecy is one of
various and important gifts with which God
has blessed his church (see e.g. 1 Corinthians
12). The spectrum of spiritual gifts is supple-
mentary and mutually beneficial in the healthy
church, with no one gift throttling the other
avenues of the Spirit’s continuing work.

e The prophetic
gift, as manifested in
Ellen White, is vividly
seen in her speaking
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divine—which passes human lips can be au-
thoritarian; that is, every human statement is
culturally encased and thus subject to interpre-
tation.

The necessity of interpretation is illustrated
by the fact that the early church, a few years
after Jesus’ ascension, was forced to call a
Jerusalem council to interpret the gospel in
light of changing circumstances. No one per-
son determined church policy. Through mu-
tual exchange of points of view, an authorita-
tive church position was reached.

Various points of
view are valuable
even in understand-
ing something as

forth God’s word
throughoutthe first 70
years of Adventist his-
tory. God used her as
a dynamic founder-

Ellen White’s writings are an
important aspect of her pro-
phetic gift, but they are surely
not the only or necessarily most

central and personal
as a relationship to
Christ. H. Richard
Niebuhr’s observa-
tion about our un-

leader-counselor in
the denomination’s
formative history.

e Ellen White's
writings are an im-
portant aspect of her
prophetic gift, but
they are surely not
the only or necessar-
ily most important
manifestation. These writings, regardless of
the findings of current research, are a constitu-
tive element in the study of how God led the
fledgling Adventist movement in the past.

o If the Seventh-day Adventist Church is to
remain Christian, the Bible must remain the
church’s primary authority for faith and prac-
tice. However, if the denomination is to re-
main Seventh-day Adventist, the legacy of how
God prophetically used Ellen White must con-
tinue to be a secondary authority.

The distinction between the authoritative
and the authoritarian nature of the prophetic
gift, so central to the proposed model, calls for
elaboration. No single statement—human or
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important manifestation.
These writings . . . are an ele-
ment in the study of how God
ledthefledgling Adventist move-
ment in the past.

derstanding of the
person of Christ has
implications for our
understanding of
the authority of in-
spired writings.

Without compan-
ions, collaborators,
teachers, corroborat-
ing witnesses, I am at

the mercy of my imaginations. . . . If after the
long dialogue with Mark, Matthew, John, and
Paul, and Harnack, Schweitzer, Bultmann, and
Dodd, I come to the conclusion that whatever
Christ means to others and requires of others this
is what he means to me and requires of me, T am
in a wholly different position from the one in
which I should be—if that were a possible posi-
tion—were I confronted by himalone. The Christ
who speaks to me without authorities and wit-
nesses is not an actual Christ; he is no Jesus Christ
of history. He may be nothing more than the
projection of my wish or my compulsion.?

The issue of authority has been pressed to
the forefront in the Adventist Church. The
question revolves more around the authority
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of the Ellen White writings than the Bible
because the Adventist Church has tended to
limit its understanding of the Bible to Ellen
White’s perception of the Bible. Although the
church does not officially teach verbal inspira-
tion, many church members come close to
following this view in their use of Ellen White’s
writings.

Because recent historical research into the
cultural background of Ellen White and into
the production of her books has made the idea
of verbal inspiration increasingly untenable,
the church is facing a considerable dilemma of
authority. The words of G. B. Thompson spo-
ken in 1919 seem prophetic:

It seems to me that if we are going to preach
the Testimonies and establish confidence in
them, it does not depend on whether they are
verbally inspired or not. Ithink we are in this fix
because of a wrong education that our people
have had. If we had always taught the truth on this
question, we would not have any trouble or
shock in the denomination now. Butthe shock is
because we have not taught the truth, and have
put the Testimonies on a plane where she (Ellen
White) says they do not stand. We have claimed
more for them than she did.?

The responsible way forward is for the
church to abandon any idea of gaining relig-
ious security through giving authoritarian an-
swers meantto silence probing questions. The
issue of authority in the church is complex, and
there is no single authority that can unilaterally
provide neat, tidy answers. We possess no in-
errant golden tablets.

The Christian church has always used mul-
tiple sources of authority in its pursuit of truth.
There are four sources of authority that have
long served the Christian church and that are
relevant to our denomination in this dilemma:
inspired writings, reason, personal Christian
experience, and tradition.!

Inspired writings are a vital source of au-
thority, but their importance does not super-
sede reason, experience, and tradition. The
latter are vital as an analytical person initially
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decides to accept certain writings as divinely
inspired and as those writings are interpreted.
As the Adventist Church has become more
analytical about its beliefs, we increasingly
recognize the insightfulness of Ellen White’s
observation that Bible writers “were God'’s
penmen, not His pen.”® A prophet relates his or
her divine message in temporal language, a
language that inevitably reflects a contempo-
rary historical setting. Inspired writings are not
a divine encyclopedia dispensing absolute
knowledge on every topic mentioned. They
are an eternal fountain of living water satisfy-
ing the deepest existential cry of humanity:
Who are we?

Ellen White appears to subscribe to this
basic perspective on inspired writings whenin
a related context she writes that “God alone is
infallible.”® God is not contained in the medi-
ate linguistic symbols and concepts to which
the prophets were limited. If God alone is in-
fallible, everything less than God is fallible and
therefore subject to interpretation. Hence the
need for multiple sources of authority, other
than inspired writings, in the Christian life.

Inspired writings, reason, personal experi-
ence, and tradition are not new sources of
authority in our denomination’s theological
deliberations. In fact, all four played a crucial
role in the arguments given in the 1919 Bible
Conference regarding the authority of Ellen
White's writings.

Inspired Writings

he Bible is the inspired record of God'’s

interaction with believers for more than a
millennium. The climax of this record is the
revelation of God through Jesus Christ. Asthe
eyewitnesses to Jesus’ ministry died, and as the
anticipated eschaton did not materialize, the
early church began the task of determining its
authentic written testimonies of faith. The
maturing Christian community—active in wor-
ship, mission, and fellowship—found a diver-
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sity of materials eminently helpful. These writ-
ings came to comprise the New Testament
canon. Itis notthat these materials exhaust the
meaning of faith, but they do genuinely and
authoritatively reveal the nature of faith.

Only God is unconditionally free from error
and partiality. Only God is infallible. But his
Word is the all-sufficient path to salvation. As
Karl Barth observed,

There is indeed only one single absolute fun-
damental and indestructible priority, and that is
the priority of God as Creator over the totality of
his creatures and each of them without exception.
Yet how strange it is that we learn of this very
priority . . . only through the Bible.”

The writings of Ellen G. White are an addi-
tional, yet secondary, norm of authority in the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. These writings
tell the story of God'’s interaction with a mod-
ern-day Christian movement answering a
unique, divine calling. A. G. Daniells, General
Conference president in 1919, appealed to
teachers of Bible and history to get their
theological bearings first from the direct study
of “the Book,” and then from Ellen White.

The earnest study of the Bible is the security,
the safety of man. He must come to the book itself
and get it by careful study, and then whatever he
finds in the spirit of prophecy or any other writ-
ings that will help him and throw light and clarify
his vision on it,—that is alright [sic].®

The Seventh-day Adventist Church can only
gain an understanding of itself and of God’s
particular guidance in its own history from
these writings. By appealing to the writings of
Ellen White, Seventh-day Adventists maintain
arooted consciousness of their distinctiveness.
The writings of Ellen White are an integral
element in God’s action of bringing the Sev-
enth-day Adventist movement into existence.

Reason is a god of human culture whose
cult is of immense proportions in the modern
world. The strides of reason in the scientific
world are truly awe inspiring. The reasonable-
ness of historical criticism has brought numer-
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ous sacred cows tumbling down. However,
who is to say that the canons of reason that are
accepted today will remain unchallenged by
future cultures? Isn’t what is considered “rea-
sonable” itself culturally conditioned by cur-
rent philosophical and psychological notions?
The above consideration is not advanced to
deny the importance of reason, but to suggest
that it can never be a final authority.

Nevertheless, while notions of what consti-
tutes reasonableness may vary culturally, the
use of one’s creative, God-given mind is man-
datory in all of life’s endeavors. Reason is a
necessary part of the Christian’s pursuit of
theological truth.

Atthe 1919 Bible Conference, the story was
told of a Scandinavian missionary in Ham-
merfest who followed a stringent vegetarian

_diet. The missionary lived “a good deal on the
north wind.” The man, following strict Ellen

White health counsel, appeared as though he
“had hardly blood in his body.” Later, when
Mrs. White was told of how the Scandinavian
missionary had implemented her health coun-
sel, she remarked: “Why don’t the people use
common sense? Why don’t they know that we
are to be governed by the places we are lo-
cated?” The value of common sense—the
most basic variety of reason—in applying in-
spired counsel was evidently an obvious ne-
cessity to Ellen White.

Long-term General Conference President
A. G. Daniells felt that rational human reflec-
tion was compatible with respect for Ellen
White’s inspiration. Daniells maintained that
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Sister White never claimed to be an authority on
history, and never claimed to be a dogmatic
teacherontheology.... She gave outfragmentary
statements, but left the pastors and evangelists
and preachers to work out all these problems of
Scripture and theology, and of history.'°

Personal Christian
Experience

he church has always believed that God

makes himself immediately known to in-
dividual persons through his Holy Spirit. Of
course, the Spirit illumines one’s mind. But
more importantly, the Spirit addresses the
whole person, including one’s affections. Per-
sons are not merely rational beings. And the
direction of one’s active reasoning is deter-
mined by factors of the whole person quite
beyond the narrowly rational. The early
American theologian Jonathan Edwards once
stated “that there never was any considerable
change wrought in the mind of any person, by
anything of a religious nature that he read,
heard, or saw, who had not his affections
moved.”"! Edwards’ emphasis on the “sense of
the heart” is an authentic touchstone of Chris-
tian authority.

The later believers in the early centuries of
the Christian church had criteria for determin-
ing which writings to include in the canon.
Personal claim to prophetic status obviously
was not determinative. Even common ac-
knowledgment of prophetic calling was not
solely determinative. And lack of ecstatic ex-
perience was not prohibitive. It was the qual-
ity, integrity, uniqueness, and usefulness of
the writings in nurturing the personal experi-
ences of the believing community that deter-
mined the contents of the canon.

In the Bible itself, not all the books and
chapters are equally valuable to the church’s
life today. The longlists of the Chroniclers have
limited value to the modern church. Evidently
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that was true even in the early church. The
apostle Paul counsels: “Iurgedyou...thatyou
may charge certain persons not . . . to occupy
themselves with myths and endless genealo-
gies which promote speculations rather than
the divine training that is in faith.” (1 Timothy
1:3, 4, RSV). Paul wrote much more than is
contained in Scripture. The epistles preserved
inthe canon were those thathad proved useful
to the experience of the early church.

These considerations have a bearing on the
inspired writings of Ellen White and her au-
thority in the Adventist Church today. Not
everything Ellen White wrote in the 7Testimo-
nies and in the Conflict of the Ages series is
equally useful in the life of today’s church.
Which writings are authoritative in the church
is significantly dependent on whether they
contribute to the church’s actual experience;
whether they help the worshipping, working
church to experience a life in the Spirit.

H. C. Lacy, in the same session at which
Daniells gave his testimony, put the matter
succinctly:

In our estimate of the spirit of prophecy, isn't
its value to us more in the spiritual light it throws
into our hearts and lives than in the intellectual
accuracy in historical and theological matters?
Ought we not to take these writings as the voice
of the Spirit to our hearts, instead of the voice of
the teacher to our heads? And isn't the first proof
of the Spirit of Prophecy its spiritual rather than its
historical accuracy?'?

Tradition

he individual Christian does not encoun-

ter God in a vacuum. Assurance that a
believer’s experience of God and understand-
ing of the Christian faith are authenticis gained
when one can point to exemplary Christians of
like experience and understanding in the tradi-
tion. The task of contemporary theology as a
discipline in the church is to relate the tradi-
tional faith to the present generation. Theol-
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ogy must not merely follow the dictates of the
past. However, theology does need the nor-
mative role of tradition because it contains a
wealth of concepts that perpetually recur in
various eras of the church’s existence.
Adventism’s own tradition is useful in un-
derstanding the authority of Ellen White. Inthe
1919 conference F. M. Wilcox invoked the
Adventisttraditiontolend increased credibility
to a particular theological position. Introduc-
ing a James White statement from the first
volume of the Review and Herald, he said:

I have a paragraph here I would like to read.
This is so completely in harmony with what
Brother Daniells has expressed that I thought I
would like to read it. James White, in the Review
of 1851, wrote this, and it was republished again
fouryears later, as expressing what he considered
the denominational view with respect to the Tes-
timonies back there.'®

James White, reacting to those who singu-
larly prized the gift of prophecy, wrote in the
first volume of the Advent Review and Sabbath
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Herald: “The gifts of the Spirit should all have
their proper places.”" Surely James White, writ-
ing 140 years ago, had no idea that future writings
of his prophetically gifted wife would eventually
dominate the other gifts of the Spirit and even rival
the Bible in practical authority in the church.

In the late 20th-century Adventist Church, com-
plex issues have at times received easy answers
because of our readiness to use abundant Ellen
White quotations; our willingness to make Ellen
White authoritarian. As we have recognized the
inadequacy of this approach we have been
tempted to abandon Ellen White as being authori-
lativeat all.

The appeal here is to recognize Ellen White as a
person inspired by God to elaborate the Bible in a
way that established the distinctive identity of Sev-
enth-day Adventism. The continuing importance
of Ellen White’s writings rests on persistent reliance
on Scripture, reason, personal Christian experi-
ence, and tradition. Only in this way canan already
discredited authoritarian Ellen White be replaced
by a revered, authoritative Ellen White.
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