
of the evolutionary theory,” he de­
clared in the Review and Herald in 
1968, “we must keep in clear per­
spective—the Bible and the Spirit 
o f Prophecy are not on trial" It 
soon became evident that Ritland’s 
days as director were numbered, 
that Marsh was now more attuned 
than he to the pulse of the church.
In 1971, Ritland, finding it increas­
ingly difficult to function within the 
constraints imposed by the admin­
istration in Takoma Park, resigned 
his position as director of the Geo­
science Research Institute and 
joined Marsh in what was becom­
ing an Adventist Siberia, the An-
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Molleurus Couperus, now retired 
in Angwin, California, has lived 
one o f the most physically and in­
tellectually adventurous Adventist 
lives o f his generation. It is not 
surprising that he became the first 
editor o/Spectrum, serving through 
its first six volumes. Couperus, bom 
in Holland, graduated from Em­
manuel Missionary College (now 
Andrews University) and the Col­
lege o f Medical Evangelists. He 
served as a missionary in what was 
then the E>utch East Indies (now 
Indonesia). He later settled in the 
UnitedStates, whereformanyyears 
he chaired the department o f der­
matology at the Loma Linda Uni­
versity School o f Medicine.

On his hundreds o f international

drews University Biology Depart­
ment. The church’s brief experi­
ment with “open-mindedness” thus 
came to an end.

Under its new director, Robert 
H. Brown, the Institute quickly 
swung into line behind the Pierson 
administration. Those scientists 
who resisted the revival of the 
White-Price-Marsh philosophy 
soon found themselves without a 
platform or, worse yet, without a 
job. . . .

Adventist leaders as late as the 
mid-1970s still considered evolu­
tionary biology and geology to be 
“sciences of satanic origin.”

Conference
trips he met many famous figures, 
including King Hussein o f Jordan, 
whom he treated when the king was 
still a child, and Louis B. Leakey, 
the world-renowned Eastern Afri­
can anthropologist o f early man. 
Leakey many times stayed at 
Couperus’ home and lectured in 
Couperus’ course on physical an­
thropology at the University o f Cali­
fornia at Los Angeles.

In the crucial first years o f its 
existence, Couperus established 
Spectrum’s reputationforexcellence 
and irenic independence. (See the 
excerpt from Richard Osborn’s es­
say printed above.) Couperus ’ edi­
torial coups continued after he left 
the editorship. He securedybrSpec- 
trum a long-lost transcript discov­
ered by the denomination’s archi­
vist, Donald Yost. The 2,400pages 
record discussions of two meetings 
held in Takoma Park, Maryland in 
1919: a Bible Conference, held July 
1 -21, followed by a three-week long 
Bible and History Teachers Coun- 
cilattended by some of the church’s 
highest elected leaders, including 
General Conference President A.G. 
Daniells. Thefull transcript has yet 
to be published. However, 60 years 
after the event, Spectrum published,

for the first time, two days o f those 
discussions on Ellen White. Many 
considerthat in Spectrum’s 25years 
o f existence it is these pages that 
have most affected Adventist think­
ing. It is a fact that extra copies o f 
this issue quickly sold out.

What follows are excerpts from 
Couperus’ introduction and from 
the two days o f the 1919 discus­
sions that followed it in Spectrum.

Introduction

The struggle that has been 
present in the Seventh-day Ad­

ventist Church to come to an ac­
ceptable and honest decision about 
the place which the writings of 
Ellen White should have for our 
church and those in other churches 
is illustrated by the discussions 
which took place at the Bible Con­
ference in Takoma Park, from July 
1-21, 1919, and which was fol­
lowed immediately by a three- 
weeks long meeting of the Bible 
and History Teachers Council. In 
the Review and Herald of Aug. 14, 
1919, W. E. Howell lists 22 del­
egates from our colleges attending 
the Bible and History Teachers 
Council, and other evidence indi­
cates that the total number attend­
ing the Bible Conference was over 
50. The president of the General 
Conference at that time, Arthur G. 
Daniells, reported on the Bible 
Conference in the Review and Her­
ald of Aug. 21, 1919, and informs 
us that the meeting was attended 
“by editors, Bible and history teach­
ers from our colleges and seminar­
ies, and members of the General 
Conference Committee.” Among 
those present at the Bible Confer­
ence, besides A. G. Daniells, were 
G. B. Thompson, field secretary of 
the General Conference; F. M. 
Wilcox, editor of the Review and 
Herald\ M. E. Kern, formerly presi­
dent of the Foreign Mission Semi­
nary (now Columbia Union Col­
lege); W. W. Prescott, formerly



editor of the Review and Herald 
and then a field secretary of the 
General Conference (who had a 
major part in the revision of the 
book The Great Controversy in 
1911); H. C. Lacey, religion teacher 
at the Foreign Mission Seminary; 
W. E. Howell, editor of the Chris­
tian Educator, W. G. Wirth, a reli­
gion teacher at Pacific Union Col­
lege, and later at the College of 
Medical Evangelists; M. C. Wilcox, 
book editor for the Pacific Press; A. 
O. Tait, editor of the Signs o f the 
Times, C. M. Sorenson, history 
teacher at Emmanuel Missionary 
College; C. S. Longacre, secretary 
of the Religious Liberty Associa­
tion ; W. H. Wakeham, Bible teacher 
at Emmanuel Missionary College; J. 
N. Anderson, Bible teacher at the 
Washington Foreign Mission Semi­
nary; C. L. Taylor, head of the Bible 
Department, Canadian Junior Col­
lege; L. L. Caviness, associate editor 
of the Review and Herald', andT. M. 
French, head of the school of the­
ology at Emmanual Missionary 
College. . . .

The record of the 1919 Bible 
Conference was lost until Decem­
ber 1974, when Dr. F. Donald Yost 
found two packages wrapped in 
paper at the General Conference of 
Seventh-day Adventists in Takoma 
Park. The packages contained some 
2,400 pages of typewritten mate­
rial, transcribed from stenographic 
notes taken at the Conference.

July 30, 1919

W. W. Prescott: How should 
we use the writings of the 

spirit of prophecy as an authority 
by which to settle historical ques­
tions?

A. G. Daniells: Well, now, as I 
understand it, Sister White never 
claimed to be an authority on his­
tory, and never claimed to be a 
dogmatic teacher on theology. She 
never outlined a course of theol­
ogy, like Mrs. Eddy’s book on teach­

ing. She just gave out fragmentary 
statements, but left the pastors and 
evangelists and preachers to work 
out all these problems of scripture 
and of theology and of history. She 
never claimed to be an authority on 
history; and as I have understood it, 
where the history related to the 
interpretation of prophecy was clear 
and expressive, she wove it into 
her writings; but I have always 
understood that, as far as she was 
concerned, she was ready to cor­
rect in revision such statements as 
she thought should be corrected. I 
have never gone to her writings, 
and taken the history that I found in 
her writings, as the positive state­
ment of history regarding the fulfill­
ment of prophecy. I do not know 
how others may view that, but I 
have felt that I should deal with 
history in the same way that I am
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exhorted to deal with the Bible— 
prove it all carefully and thoroughly, 
and then let her go on and make 
such revisions from time to time as 
seem best.

Just one more thought: Now 
you know something about that 
little book, “The Life of Paul.” You 
know the difficulty we got into 
about that. We could never claim 
inspiration in the whole thought 
and makeup of the book, because 
it has been thrown aside because it 
was badly put together. Credits 
were not given to the proper au­
thorities, and some of that crept 
into “The Great Controversy,”— 
the lack of credits; and in the revi­
sion of that book those things were 
carefully run down and made right. 
Personally that has never shaken 
my faith, but there are men who 
have been greatly hurt by it, and I 
think it is because they claimed too 
much for these writings. Just as 
Brother White says, there is a dan­
ger in going away from the Book, 
and claiming too much. Let it have 
its full weight, just as God has fixed 
it, and then I think we will stand 
without being shaken when some 
of these things do appear that we 
can not harmonize with our 
theory. . . .

I will tell you one thing, a great 
victory will be gained if we get a 
liberal spirit so that we will treat 
brethren who differ with us on the 
interpretation of the Testimonies in 
the same Christian way we treat 
them when they differ on the inter­
pretation of the Bible. That will be 
a good deal gained, and it is worth 
gaining, I want to tell you, for I 
have been under criticism ever 
since the controversy started at 
Battle Creek. Isn’t it a strange thing 
that when I and some of my asso­
ciates fought that heresy year after 
year, and we got message after 
message from the spirit of proph­
ecy—some of them very comfort­
ing and uplifting messages—and 
all that time we were counted as



heretics on the spirit of prophecy? 
How do you account for that9 Why 
didn’t the spirit of prophecy get after 
us? I claim that I know as well as any 
man whether I believe in the spirit of 
prophecy or not. I do not ask people 
to accept my views, but I would like 
the confidence of brothers where we 
differ in interpretation. If we can 
engender that spirit, it will be a great 
help; and I believe we have to teach 
it right in our schools.

Suppose students come to you 
with questions about the Bible that 
you do not know what to do with,— 
or do you always know? I would 
like to go to a teacher for a year that 
would tell me everything in here 
that puzzles me! What do you do 
when students come to you with 
such questions?

W. H. Wakeham: I tell them I 
do not know, and I do not lose their 
confidence, either.

A. G. Daniells: Well, when they 
come to you with something in the 
spirit of prophecy that is puzzling, 
why not say, as Peter did, that there 
are some things hard to be under­
stood. I do not think that destroys 
the confidence of the people. But 
we have got the idea that we have 
got to just assume full and com­
plete knowledge of everything 
about the spirit of prophecy and 
take an extreme position in order 
to be loyal and to be true to it. . . .

August 1, 1919

C. M. Sorenson: Does Sister 
White use the word “inspi­

ration” concerning her own writ­
ings, or is that merely a theory we 
have worked up ourselves? I ask 
for information? I have never seen 
that in her writings.

A. G. Daniells: I hardly know 
where to begin or what to say. I 
think I must repeat this, that our 
difficulty lies in two points, espe­
cially. One is on infallibility and the 
other is on verbal inspiration. I 
think James White foresaw difficul­

ties along this line away back at the 
beginning. He knew that he took 
Sister White’s testimonies and 
helped to write them out and make 
them clear and grammatical and 
plain. He knew that he was doing 
that right along. And he knew that 
the secretaries they employed took 
them and put them into grammati­
cal condition, transposedsentences, 
completed sentences, and used 
words that Sister White did not 
herself write in her original copy. 
He saw that, and yet he saw some 
brethren who did not know this, 
and who had great confidence in 
the Testimonies, just believing and 
teaching that these words were 
given to Sister White as well as the 
thought. And he tried to correct 
that idea. You will find those state­
ments in the Review and Herald\ 
like the one Brother Wilcox read
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the other day. If that explanation 
had been accepted and passed on 
down, we would have been free 
from a great many perplexities that 
we have now.

F. M. Wilcox: Articles were pub­
lished in those early Reviews dis­
claiming that.

A. G. Daniells: Yes, but you 
know there are some brethren who 
go in all over. We could mention 
some old and some young who 
think they cannot believe the Tes­
timonies without just putting them 
up as absolutely infallible and word- 
inspired, taking the whole thing as 
given verbally by the Lord. They do 
not see how to believe them and 
how to get good out of them ex­
cept in that way and I suppose 
some people would feel that if they 
did not believe in the verbal inspi­
ration of the Bible, they could not 
have confidence in it, and take it as 
the great Book that they now see it 
to be. Some men are technical, and 
can hardly understand it in any 
other way. Some other men are not 
so technical in logic, but they have 
great faith and great confidence, 
and so they can go through on 
another line of thought. I am sure 
there has been advocated an idea 
of infallibility in Sister White and 
verbal inspiration in the Testimo­
nies that has led people to expect 
too much and make too great claims, 
and so we have gotten into diffi­
culty.

Now, as I have studied it these 
years since I was thrown into the 
controversy at Battle Creek, I have 
endeavored to ascertain the truth 
and then be true to the truth. I do 
not know how to do except that 
way. It will never help me, or help 
the people, to make a false claim to 
evade some trouble. I know we 
have difficulties here, but let us 
dispose of some of the main things 
first. Brethren, are we going to 
evade difficulties or help out the 
difficulties by taking a false posi­
tion? [Voices: No!] Well, then let us



take an honest, true position, and 
reach our end somehow, because I 
never will put up a false claim to 
evade something that will come up 
a little later on. That is not honest 
and it is not Christian, and so I take 
my stand there.

In Australia I saw The Desire o f 
Ages being made up, and I saw the 
rewriting of chapters, some of them 
written over and over again. I saw 
that, and when I talked with Sister 
Davis about it, I tell you I had to 
square up to this thing and begin to 
settle things about the spirit of 
prophecy. If these false positions 
had never been taken, the thing 
would be much plainer than it is 
today. What was charged was pla­
giarism would all have been simpli­
fied, and I believe men would have 
been saved to the cause if from the 
start we had understood this thing 
as it should have been. With those
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Jonathan Butler is probably the 
most creative o f a brilliant genera­
tion o f trained historians o f Ad­
ventism (see profile on Ronald 
Numbers in this issue). Butler re­
ceived his BA. from La Sierra Uni­
versity, hisB.D. from the SDA Theo­
logical Seminary and his PhD. in 
the history o f American religion 
from the University o f Chicago, 
where he studied under Martin

false views held, we face difficul­
ties in straightening up. We will not 
meet those difficulties by resorting 
to a false claim. We could meet 
them just for today by saying, 
“Brethren, I believe in the verbal 
inspiration of the Testimonies; I 
believe in the infallibility of the one 
through whom they came, and 
everything that is written there I 
will take and I will stand on that 
against all comers.”

If we did that, I would just take 
everything from A to Z, exactly as 
it was written, without making any 
explanations to any one; and I 
would not eat butter or salt or eggs 
if I believed that the Lord gave the 
words in those Testimonies to Sis­
ter White for the whole body of 
people in this world. But I do not 
believe it.

M. E. Kern: You couldn’t and 
keep your conscience clear.

Marty, America's best-known his­
torian o f religion. He has taught 
history at both Union College and 
La Sierra University. Below is the 
first o f the many original essays 
that he has published in many 
journals. Butler has written Softly 
and Tenderly: Heaven and Hell in 
American Revivalism, 1870-1920 
(Carlson Publishing, Lnc., 1991), 
and with Ronald Numbers co-ed- 
ited The Disappointed: Millerism 
and Millenarianism in the 19th 
Century (University o f Tennessee 
Press, 1992).

Many evangelicals were quite 
willing to rely fully on volun­

tary means in working toward a 
Christian commonwealth that wor­
shipped on a “Christian Sabbath,” 
but there were a number who 
sought guarantees of the nation’s 
Christian character by constitutional

amendment. The National Reform 
Association, formed in 1864, spear­
headed this drive, and it was this 
right-wing movement that particu­
larly disturbed Mrs. White and other 
Adventists.

Ellen White shared the evangeli­
cal idea that the Sunday-Sabbath 
was crucial to the future of civiliza­
tion. Only, she turned the concept 
on its head by declaring that the 
enforcement of a Sunday-Sabbath 
would destroy America and civili­
zation at large rather than improve 
the world. Like other evangelicals, 
she ascribed cosmic significance to 
the Sunday-Sabbath, but in a nega­
tive rather than a positive sense. 
The real confrontation between her 
and evangelicals on the Sabbatarian 
issue involved the question of 
whether to protect the American 
republic and Anglo-American civi­
lization with [a] national Sabbath or 
without it. Again, Mrs. White and 
other Adventists hoped to preserve 
a Protestant America by staving off 
Sunday legislation. In 1888 and 
1889, an anxious Adventist minor­
ity contributed to the defeat of 
Blair’s Sunday legislation to pre­
vent a Protestant apostasy and 
national min. As a prophetic people, 
Adventists used their voice to sus­
tain the republic as long as pos­
sible, borrowing time to preach 
Adventism throughout the world. 
Paradoxically, they wished to de­
lay the end in order to preach that 
the end was soon. . . .

In the 1880s, however, it was 
still plausible for Ellen White to 
project that “when Protestantism 
shall stretch her hand across the 
gulf to grasp the hand of the Ro­
man power, when she shall stretch 
over the abyss to clasp hands with 
spiritualism, when under the influ­
ence o f this threefold union, our 
country shall repudiate every prin­
ciple o f its Constitution as a Protes­
tant and republican government\ 
and shall make provision for the 
propagation of papal falsehoods

The World of E. G. White and 
The End of the World


