The Branch Davidians
and
Seventh-day Adventists

by Kenneth C. C. Newport

ithout doubt, the most disturbing of events in the his-

tory of the Seventh-day Adventist movement were

those that took place in Waco, Texas, from February 28
to April 19, 1993. “Waco,” as it has become known among academics in a

variety of disciplines, has had lasting consequences: scholars of religious move-
ments are still debating the significance of what happened in terms of the inner dynam-
ics of religious groups and, in the United States, legal battles such as the recent wrongful
death lawsuit are Still in progress. Most important, the deaths of some eighty-four persons have left a
negative legacy on the lives of many families, friends, and survivors.1

The obvious question to ask is of course “why?” Why did it happen? What led to this siege and its terrible
consequences? Of course, many answers have been offered before, but most of what has been said on this issue

has been at best only part of the answer. Indeed, some of the contributions have not even been that. For ex-
ample, one particular view to which not a few seem to have subscribed, including some in the Seventh-day
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Adventist Church, seems completely wide of the
mark. According to this view, Waco was the result of
a combination of Koresh’s presumed insanity, his
manipulative powers, and the sheep-like mentality of
his followers, or, to put it in popular terms, Waco was
the predictable outcome of brainwashed acolytes
mindlessly following a demented and manipulative
leader.2 However, as sociologists of religion know only
too well, charismatic leaders of Koresh’s ilk are
seldom, if ever, insane, and those who follow such
leaders are often persons of the highest intellectual
calibre, completely in control of their mental faculties
and fully able to exercise free choice. Whatever went
on at Waco, it was not simply a descent into religious
insanity and brainwashing.3

Others have sought to analyze the extent to
which the deaths were due to the bungled actions of
the Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms and the
FBI. A good deal of the heavyweight academic
literature published to date has focused precisely on
this issue.4The results of these studies have been
distressing, and it is now generally argued that the
actions of these government agencies did contribute
to the catastrophic outcome. However, any explanation
of Waco, it seems to me, must be able to explain not
only why the FBI handled the situation so badly, but
also why the Davidians themselves behaved in ways
that the FBI did not anticipate. Indeed, it must also
explain what the Branch Davidians were doing at Mt.
Carmel in the first place, where they came from, what
their beliefs were, and why they seemed so determined
to stand by those beliefs and the leader who exempli-
fied them.

Starting from these assumptions, then, that
Koresh was not insane, that his followers were not
brainwashed, and that an adequate explanation of
Waco must involve more than just pointing a finger at
the Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms and the
FBI, a fresh and full enquiry into the underlying
reasons for the Waco tragedy is called for. Such a task
is currently underway, and in this brief article | wish
to set out the general context of that project.5

The Seventh-day Adventist Context

It is my fundamental belief that what happened at
Waco is in essence explicable only if seen in the
context of Seventh-day Adventism, that is to say, if
Waco is going to make sense it will be Seventh-day
Adventist sense.6This belief partly comes as a result

of the simple observation that almost all those who
lived at Mt. Carmel were either former or not-yet-
disfellowshipped Seventh-day Adventists, and that the
mission of the Branch Davidians seems not to have
been to the world-at-large, but to members of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church.7Livingstone Fagan,
for example, had been a Seventh-day Adventist pastor
immediately prior to leaving for Waco; the Henry
family were all members of the Old Trafford Seventh-
day Adventist Church in Manchester, England; and
Steve Schneider and indeed David Koresh himself had
been Seventh-day Adventists. Koresh was
disfellowshipped as, it seems, was Schneider.8

Given this intimate link between Seventh-day
Adventism and the Branch Davidians we must surely
explore further the possibility that there is something
within Seventh-day Adventism itself, something
perhaps in Seventh-day Adventist self-identity or
theology, that predisposed certain persons to accept
the Branch Davidian worldview. So what is the link?
What is there about Seventh-day Adventism that
apparently predisposed some members of that com-
munity, including Koresh himself, to become Branch
Davidians?

Before proceeding with this question it must be
acknowledged that the methodology adopted here has
an obvious weakness. In stressing the Seventh-day
Adventist context for Branch Davidianism one might
rightly be accused of ignoring the many, often very
fundamental, differences in the traditions. | recognize
this. I recognize, for example, that the apparent
interest of the Branch Davidians in guns is wholly
different from the traditional role of Seventh-day
Adventists as noncombatants. Similarly, | recognize
that Koresh’s taking of several wives is not in accord
with Adventist doctrine, and his view that his literal
children were destined to be the twenty-four elders
gathered around the throne of Revelation 4 is a view
that Seventh-day Adventists would find totally unac-
ceptable, if not blasphemous.

I recognize also that Koresh’s claim to be “a”
(though probably not “the”) Christ is totally foreign to
anything claimed by anyone in mainstream Advent-
ism. One could go on, for there is no doubt whatsoever
that Koresh in particular and the Branch Davidians in
general differed on numerous and often very basic
points from the Seventh-day Adventist mother faith
that had given them birth. They were rather wayward
children and as such they behaved and thought in
ways that their parents would find totally unaccept-
able. But children they were, and as with physical



children, they shared some basic characteristics with
their parents, characteristics that meant the claims
they made to other prospective Branch Davidian
converts from Seventh-day Adventism at least made
some sense, even if at first they sounded rather
strange. Later in this article I will explore some of
those doctrinal links.

A Brief History of Branch

Davidianism

Before going further, however, a brief sketch of the
historical roots of Branch Davidianism seems in order,
since it will show the historical context of the move-
ment. The history of the Branch Davidian movement
is complex.9However, the basic trajectory from
William Miller to David Koresh is direct and rela-
tively easy to trace. In a nutshell, what happened was
as follows. As is common knowledge, it was from
among the ranks of the disappointed Millerites that
the early Seventh-day Adventist Church emerged.
Further, it was directly from Seventh-day Adventism
that, in the 1930s, a movement known as the
Shepherd’s Rod came into existence.

In the 1940s, this Shepherd’s Rod movement
found it expedient to change its name to Davidian
Seventh-day Adventists. Due to another failed predic-
tion regarding the end of the world similar to that
suffered by the Millerites, the Davidian Seventh-day
Adventists almost went out of existence in 1959, but
were saved from that fate by the rise of another leader,
Ben Roden, who reformed the group under the name
of the Branch Davidians. Leadership of this group
passed from Ben to his wife Lois and then, after some
internal struggle, passed to Vernon Howell, otherwise
known as David Koresh.

The most significant person in the emergence of
this trajectory of Seventh-day Adventism was Victor
T. Houtefif (pronounced “Hoteff”), a Bulgarian immi-
grant to the United States who was converted to the
Seventh-day Adventist Church in 1919, being baptized
on May 10 at Rockford, Illinois.0During the 1920s,
Houtefif became increasingly convinced that he had
been called by God to reform the Seventh-day
Adventist Church from within. The Church had, he
argued, erred on several fundamental doctrinal points,
especially those that relate to the interpretation and
fulfillment of biblical prophecy.

Thus, the opening words of volume one of
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Apocalypse and Millennium: Studies in Biblical
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A book about the various ways n which the book of
Revelation (the Apocalypse) has been interpreted over the
last three hundred years. It examines in detail Methodist,
Baptist, English Anglican, and Roman Catholic uses of
Revelation from 1600 to 1800, and then American and
Sevenlh-day Adventist uses from 1BOO onward.

HoutefTs two-volume work The Shepherd’ Rod: “It is
the intention of this book to reveal the truth of the
144,000 mentioned in Revelation 7 but the chief
object of this publication is to bring about a reforma-
tion among God’s people. The truth herein contained
is divided into seven secdcns, giving proof from seven
different angles, to prevent any doubt or confusion.
This sub ect is made clear by the use of the Bible and
the writings given by the Spirit of Prophecy.” With
this call Houtefif launched his mission to reform
Seventh-day Adventism. He had little concern about
Christians in general, and less still about nonbelievers.
His mission, as he understood it. was to the Seventh-
day Adventist Church, which he believed to be the true
church, but one that had in the latter days slipped from
the purity of the faith.

It is of fundamental importance here that this
direct link between the Shepherd’s Rod and the older
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Seventh-day Adventist Church is noted. Houteff was
not starting a new movement, but rather seeking to
reform an older one from within. Even allowing for
the fact that, sociologically speaking, it is often pre-
cisely this kind of “movement from within” that
provides the seed from which another movement
altogether will eventually grow, it is likely that that
seed will share at least some of the major characteris-
tics of its parent body.1l In the case of the Shepherd’s
Rod this is certainly so, for much of what is found in
the Shepherd’s Rod tradition, including views of “the
remnant,” the importance of typology as a hermeneu-
tical method, the status of Ellen White, and the
historicist, premillennial reading of Daniel and
Revelation, is simply a continuation, with some further
fine tuning, of established Seventh-day Adventist
views. To put it in Thomas Kuhn’s terms, there was no
paradigm shift as yet.2Houteff was working within
the older paradigmatic structures.

Houteff’s voice, or, as he would have said, “The
Rods,” (cf. Micah 6.9) fell on deaf ears, and like so
many other would-be reformers he was eventually
forced to leave the ranks of the group he sought to
reform. On November 20, 1930, a motion was passed
by the Olympic Exposition Park Seventh-day
Adventist Church in Los Angeles disfellowshipping
him.BHe did not give up easily. Now from the side-
lines rather than as a active participant in the game, he
continued to shout advice and warnings to his former
teammates. Over the course of the next years his
output was prodigious, the most important statement
of his views by far coming in the completed 559-page
work The Shepherds Rod, and he was successful in
gaining a modest following. In 1935, the group took
up residence at the Mount Carmel Center in Waco,
Texas. It was in this area, though not on this precise
site, that the movement and its most prominent
successor, the Branch Davidians, remained until April
1993. The land remains the property of the Branch
Davidians and in 2000 a new Branch Davidian church
opened on the site. 4

In 1942, the pressures of conscription made it
necessary for the group formally to take on a name. To
this point it had operated under the title of the chief
publication of its founder, namely The Shepherds Rod.
It chose “The Davidian Seventh-day Adventists” in
recognition of the fact that Houteff and his followers
saw themselves first and foremost as Seventh-day
Adventists whose tradition they claimed as their own.
However, the word “Davidian” was added in an
attempt to identify the movement as one that looked

forward to the restoration of the Kingdom of David
prior to the premillennial coming of Christ. This
“kingdom,” which would be based in Jerusalem, would
be ruled by the antitype of King David.5

Houteff continued the leadership of the move-
ment until his death, at which point it was taken up by
his wife, Florence. Her rule was disastrous and the
movement reached the point of near collapse, espe-
cially after the failure of her prophecy that the world
would end on April 22, 1959. During this time the
General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists sought
to bring the Davidians back into the fold, but the
attempt failed. 6

Florence Houteff’s role as leader of the
Davidians did not go unchallenged and after some
dispute and failure to reach agreement on the issue of
leadership a second “Davidian” group arose, namely
the “Branch” Davidians. The word “Branch” was
added to the name since “the Branch” was the name of
Christ himself. The group continued to look forward
to the establishment of his Kingdom; this
premillennial rule of Christ would be nonphysical, but
nevertheless very real.T7

This “Branch Davidian” successor to the nearly
collapsed Davidian Seventh-day Adventist move-
ment began under the leadership of Ben Roden
(1902-78), another ex-Adventist reformer.BRoden
felt that God had called him to bring order to the
increasing chaos of the Davidians following the
death of Houteff, and saw the action of God in the
history of salvation as coming to a head in the
three final stages. The first of these was the Sev-
enth-day Adventist Church and the establishment
of the Sabbath truth, the second was the Davidians
and the gathering of the remnant people, and the
third was the Branch Davidians. This latter move-
ment had the seal of the name of Christ (the
Branch) and constituted the hub of the 144,000 of
Revelation 7:4; 14:1, 3. These 144,000 were to be
formed perfectly into the image of Christ prior to
Christ’s coming in glory. There is of course a basic
theological continuity with the Adventist tradition
here, at least on points one and two.

After Ben’s death, the leadership was taken by his
wife, Lois, whose claim to the office had first been
made even before her husband’s demise. Her energies
were largely given to seeking to establish the doctrine
of the femininity of the Holy Spirit, and the view that
the second appearance of the Messiah would see him
(her) in feminine form.

Lois was not, however, the only relative of Ben



Roden to stake a claim to the leadership of the move-
ment. Their son, George, was particularly clear that
God had called him to this role, and he sought to
wrest control from his mother. Her choice of succes-
sor, however, was not her own son, but a young man
named Vernon Howell, later to be known as David
Koresh. After a complex series of events, including
the famous *resurrection contest” organized by
George, Howell and his followers took possession of
the center on March 23, 1988, and they remained
there until the fire in April 1993.B

There is, then, a basic historical continuity
between Seventh-day Adventism and Branch

"The umbilical cord has never quite been

and develops in ways that are unconnected to the older
mother faith.

However, this is not the pattern one observes in
Davidianism/Branch Davidianism. This trajectory
has been substantially shackled to its Adventist
mother faith from which it has never truly broken
free. There has been no significant development of a
separate Branch Davidian leadership—Houteff, as we
have seen, was an Adventist, and Roden and Koresh
were both recruited directly from the ranks of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. Other key figures
such as Schneider, Livingstone Fagan, and Wayne
Martin were direct ex-Adventists. Thus the umbilical
cord has never quite been
cut; Branch Davidianism has
remained inseparably tied
to, indeed dependent for its
viability upon, Seventh-day
Adventism.

cut; Branch Davidianism has remained in-

separably tied to, indeed dependent for its

viability upon, Seventh-day Adventism."

Davidianism. Further, and in my view very impor-
tantly, this is not quite the same as saying, for ex-
ample, that Methodism is a continuation of
Anglicanism, for in the case of Branch Davidianism
and Seventh-day Adventism the relationship seems to
go beyond the birth of one movement from another.
This is seen in two obvious ways. First theological
continuity, which 1 will address shortly, and second in
the case of the extraction of Davidian/Branch
Davidian converts and particularly Branch Davidian
leaders.

John and Charles Wesley, of course, were both
Anglican priests as were many other individuals
central to the early Methodist leadership. However,
after the introduction into the Methodist tradition of
lay preaching and, in 1784, of ordination, there
developed an entirely separate line of leadership
passed on through the generations so that quite
quickly the Methodist leadership lost its contact with
the Anglican hierarchy and it was soon no longer the
case that Methodist leaders had been Anglicans. The
same is true of the general membership. Such a
movement quickly learns to stand on its own two feet

Theological

Continuity

It would be wise at this point

to say a little more about

these historical and socio-
logical factors relative to Davidians and Seventh-day
Adventists. However, in the space that remains | want
to touch briefly on what seems to be another aspect of
continuity, namely overlap in theology. This article
will then conclude by suggesting why the kind of
analysis | have been conducting might be important.

The question of the theological continuity

between Seventh-day Adventism and Branch
Davidianism is complex and we can touch here on
only two key points: the use of typology as a method
of biblical interpretation and some general aspects of
the interpretation of the book of Revelation.

The Use of Typology

In many ways the use of typology is perhaps the most
obvious point of continuity between the Branch
Davidians and mainstream Seventh-day Adventist
theology. By “typology,” | mean the assumption or,
one might say, methodological premise, that certain
parts of the Old Testament foreshadow the New. In
Christian biblical interpretation the method is at least
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as old as St. John, who presented Christ as the “real”
or, in later terminology, the “antitypical” Passover
lamb. Readers will hardly need reminding of the
centrality to the Seventh-day Adventist theological
system of the typological interpretation of the Old
Testament sanctuary service to be found in the book
of Hebrews. It is safe to conclude, I think, that typol-
ogy is a central part of Seventh-day Adventism.

It is absolutely central also in the Branch
Davidian tradition. Indeed a good deal of that which
is distinctive in Branch Davidian theology seems to be
the result of an extension of Seventh-day Adventist
typological hermeneutic. In fact, | would suggest that
to some degree the appeal that the Branch Davidian
message had to mainstream Seventh-day Adventists—
and that it had such appeal is clear from the recruit-
ment statistics—is centered upon the basic consis-
tency between traditional Seventh-day Adventist
typological interpretation of the Old Testament and
that offered by Branch Davidian theologians. We need
look no further than the name. Almost from its
inception Davidianism looked for the coming of the
antitypical King David who would rule over an
antitypical kingdom. Such a view is pre-Branch: Victor
Houteff looked for the coming of this figure, whereas
Florence Houteff seems to have argued that Victor
himself would be raised from the dead and return as
the antitypical King.2From Davidianism it came into
Branch Davidianism, and both the Rodens continued
to look for the antitypical David.

Perhaps an even more obvious illustration of
both this particular aspect of typological interpreta-
tion and the use of the method in general is the fact
that Vernon Howell changed his name to David
Koresh. The reason for this change lies in typology. As
we have noted already, Branch Davidians, and indeed
before them the Davidians, had looked for the
antitypical King David. Vernon Howell thought he
was that figure and so changed his name from Vernon
to David. But he took it a little further. Not only was
he the antitypical King David, he was also the
antitypical Cyrus, or, in Hebrew, the antitypical
“vr,wOK?; his “type” was the Cyrus of Isaiah 44, 45,
and so forth, who had come to destroy Babylon. The
Babylon that David Koresh had come to destroy was,
of course, the antitypical one, namely apostate reli-
gion. (Incidentally we note another common thread
here, for the equation of latter-day, antiypical Babylon
with apostate religion—both Protestant and Roman
Catholic—is, as we know, a commonplace in Seventh-
day Adventist literature).2L

Much of this detail is of course entirely foreign
to the Seventh-day Adventist view of things.
Adventists do not look for the coming of the
antitypical kingdom of David on this earth to be ruled
over by a particular individual. Neither do they look
for an antitypical Cyrus to destroy antitypical
Babylon. What is instructive, however, is to note that
when individuals like Steve Schneider, an exception-
ally impressive preacher who conducted a recruitment
campaign in Manchester, England, in the very early
1990s, used the typological method of interpreting
the Old Testament to seek to persuade his listeners, all
Seventh-day Adventists, to accept the “new light” as
he called it, he was at least speaking a language that
his audience could understand and with which they
already had some basic sympathy. As Seventh-day
Adventists, members of Schneider’s audience were
fully acquainted with the basic idea that parts of the
Old Testament foreshadow what is to come. They
knew all about types and antitypes. Schneider simply
extended this scheme to cover the notion of an
antitypical Cyrus and an antitypical David and in
doing so he was in effect asking his audience to go
further along a road that they had already traveled.
They were not asked to set out on a new route alto-
gether.

The Book of Revelation

We turn now, briefly, to the interpretation of Revela-
tion. Whatever else we know or do not know about
the theological views of the Branch Davidians in
general and of David Koresh in particular, one thing
is certain: the book of Revelation was central. | have
to say straightaway that on many individual points the
Branch Davidian interpretation of Revelation is quite
different from that traditionally adopted in Seventh-
day Adventist circles. | would add further that in fact
Koresh in particular took the Branch Davidians along
exegetical pathways completely unknown to the
Adventist tradition. It would be very easy to list them
and to counter with such statements as “well, that is
not the Seventh-day Adventist view on the seven
seals,” or “Adventists have never argued that the two
hundred million horsemen of Revelation 9:16 are an
exact number.” However, | think it would be a mistake
to get bogged down in too much detail here, for in
doing that we would stand the risk of failing to see
the woods for the trees.

| am keen to understand what made Koresh’s and



Schneider’s converts listen to and accept what they
had to say and it will simply not do to argue that it
was all because of highly manipulative techniques or
anything similar. The audience must have found
something intrinsically appealing and, in my view, that
appeal is related to basic theological continuity It is
worth noting in passing that Koresh seemed to give
people a “cooling off” period before accepting them
into the Mt. Carmel community. For example, after
member David Thibodeau had been given “the light”
Koresh sent him home to Bangor, Maine, for a while to
think things through. Such behavior seems entirely
out of keeping with the view that Koresh wore people

"The appeal that the Branch Davidians had
to mainstream Seventh-day Adventists ... is
centered upon the basic consistency between
traditional Seventh-day Adventist typological
interpretation of the Old Testament and that

offered by Branch Davidian theologians.:'

down through endless preaching and then got them to
accept things when in a weakened state.2

Koresh’s central claim was that God had given
him the task of interpreting the book of Revelation. It
was his prophetic task, he argued, to explain this book
to the world in these last days. In this context, there is
a very interesting account, given by Thibodeau, of
what appears to have been David Koresh’s own
experience of his call. The vision came in the late
1970s as Koresh—or Howell as he was then known—
was praying. Suddenly, he said, he felt he was being
taken up an elevator shaft and after the ascent he saw
two gigantic walls one of which had “law” written on
it, the other “prophecy.” Koresh then told how he saw
God himself, who had in one hand a book, while
holding out the other to Koresh, who reached forward
for it.

What happened next is not described. | suspect,
but suspicion is all it is, that if we were able to follow
this up, we would find that this was seen by Koresh as
a call to open the book that God had in his hand—his
“anointing” perhaps as a chosen one: a Christ. The
meaning of this word in both Greek and Hebrew (and

Koresh had at least a smattering of both) is of course
“anointed one.” Koresh believed that he, like Jesus
(Cyrus too is called “anointed”—sa. 45), had been
“anointed” or “set apart” by God for a number of
purposes, the most important of which in Koresh’s
case was to unlock the secrets of the book of Revela-
tion. This is the root of the popular misconception
that Koresh thought that he was Jesus.

Not many, perhaps, would be sympathetic to
Koresh’s claims to this visionary experience. Perhaps
he was simply lying. Others might say that he had the
“vision,” but that it was not actually given him by
God. | do not want to get into this. What is impor-
tant, I think, is how such a
claim might have been taken
by other Seventh-day
Adventists, people like
Livingstone Fagan or CIiff
Sellors, perhaps. Why would
people who had a good
education (Fagan was a
graduate and Sellers was an
‘A’ student in the final year
of an Adventist undergradu-
ate religion degree) be likely
to accept Koresh’s claim to
be the one who had come to
reveal the prophecies?

It has to be said that such individuals would
probably not have ruled out altogether the possibilty
that Koresh was the kind of figure he claimed to be,
for there was already something in their tradition that
made it at least a theoretical possibility. In particular,
Koresh appealed to Adventist thinking on the seven
thunders of Revelation 10:6. Ellen White herself had
once said that the messages of these thunders “relate
to future events which will be disclosed in their order,
a thought reproduced in substance in the Seventh-day
Adventist Bible Commentary, which says: “These mes-
sages of the seven thunders obviously were not a
revelation for the people of John’s day. They doubtless
revealed details of the messages that were to be
proclaimed at ‘the end of time.”2

Koresh simply plugged into this and said in effect
“the time has come and God has sent me to unlock the
secrets of the seven thunders and indeed the whole of
the book of Revelation.” He thought that the message
of the seven thunders was a progressively revealed
message given in a sequence of seven messages or
messengers. These messengers stretch from Miller
himself down through White, the Houteffs, and the
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Rodens to Koresh himself. Koresh hence claimed to be
the seventh messenger or seventh “angel,” and in so
doing he appealed directly to Ellen White, quoting her
saying that a figure who could reveal further light was
yet to come.24

Few, perhaps, would want to follow Koresh in
this. However, the basic point should not be missed: on
this issue as on many others Koresh took his cue from
Ellen White and parts of mainstream Adventist
thinking, and, as Paul discovered when he preached his
new message in the old synagogues, when you have
something radical to say to potential converts, it is
best to start on common ground.

I now come into sensitive territory, and not
many Adventists will agree with what | have to say,
but it does seem to me at least that it is also true that
the very fact Seventh-day Adventism has laid claim to
“the Spirit of Prophecy” as a mark of the end-time
church may have also played a role in this context.
This is true in a general sense of Adventists being
rather unusual among Christian denominations in
allowing for the possibility (in the case of Ellen
White, they claim, the fact) of the continuation of the
prophetic gift. It is true also in the narrower sense of
there already being in Adventism the model of an
inspired interpreter of the inspired text. One is aware,
of course, of the statements about lesser lights
leading people to greater lights, but in a sense that is
exactly the key point. Koresh said basically the same
thing. He did, it is true, claim to have brand new
revelations given to him, but like Ellen White, his
chief claim to authority was that he was able to
interpret the text, and like Ellen White he insisted
that if what he said did not make sense in the context
of the Bible itself, he ought to be dismissed as a
fraud.5

This kind of thinking ties in of course with the
more general view in Adventism that God’s act of
revelation is progressive and that the gift of prophecy
will continue to be one of the distinguishing marks of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church. For example,
Seventh-day Adventists Believe states, pretty unequivo-
cally,

There is no biblical evidence that God
would withdraw the spiritual gifts He gave
the church before they had completed their
purpose, which, according to Paul, was to
bring the church “to the unity of the faith
and the knowledge of the Son of God, to a
perfect man, to the measure of the stature

of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13).
Because the church has not yet reached this
experience, it still needs all the gifts of the
Spirit. These gifts, including the gift of
prophecy, will continue to operate for the
benefit of God’s people until Christ re-
turns. Consequently, Paul cautioned believ-
ers not to “quench the Spirit” or “despise
prophecies.”®

In the book, of course, this is all a preface to the
claim that Ellen White manifested the prophetic gift,
but time and time again both here and elsewhere in
Adventist literature one is reminded that it is a
general principle that prophecy is one of the gifts of
the Spirit and that God will give the gifts of Spirit,
including prophecy, to the remnant church.Z Ellen
White may have manifested the gift. But in theory at
least she was not the last one who would do so. The
standard Seventh-day Adventist argument appears to
be not that God would send a prophet, that is Ellen
White, for the last days, but rather that the gift of
prophecy did not end with the New Testament and
that, as Ellen White demonstrates, the gift is still
active in his remnant community. There is nothing
really to suggest that Ellen White would necessarily
be the last.

Conclusions

It is hence my view that, despite first appearances,
appearances that the Seventh-day Adventist Church
has, for good reasons, been keen to stress, it simply
will not do to describe the success of Koresh (and
Schneider) in recruiting Seventh-day Adventists to the
Branch Davidian cause as an act of unfathomable (if
not satanic) intellectual deception. The Seventh-day
Adventist ground provided fertile soil for the Branch
Davidian seed. The two movements are inextricably
intertwined historically, doctrinally, and in terms of
the core membership.

What this means, it seems to me, is that if we are
going to understand the Branch Davidian phenom-
enon, a phenomenon that has been of importance in
the context of American civil, political, and religious
history to an extent that far outweighs its numerical
size, we are going to need to see them in the context
from which they came: Seventh-day Adventism. It is
true, of course, that formally the Branch Davidians
are an “offshoot of an offshoot” (a phrase used in



Adventist sources at the time of the siege), but it is an
offshoot of an offshoot that has historically been
almost entirely parasitic upon the mother faith for its
existence. To see the Branch Davidians in any other
context is to misunderstand them, and to misunder-
stand them will do no one any good at all.

It will do no academic good. For unless we
understand the appeal of Branch Davidianism to some
Seventh-day Adventists in general we will not appreci-
ate how it is that some persons come to join groups
such as that led by David Koresh. It may be advanta-
geous in some contexts simply to see the phenomenon
of Waco as wholly inexplicable, or to argue that it was

"If we are going to understand the Branch

Davidian phenomenon,

need to see them in the context from which

they came: Seventh-day Adventism."

all due to brainwashing and manipulation, but that
will hardly further our understanding of how and why
people really join religious movements.

It will do no prophylactic good, for unless we
learn the lessons of the past we cannot expect to be
prepared for the future. Other Wacos will happen and
unless we learn how the members of such groups
think and what the dynamics of the group are we may
not be in any better a position in the future than the
FBI showed itself to be in the past to deal with such
situations. Ignorance, especially that of the anticult
lobby, must be counterbalanced. The academic guild
has a responsibility to play its part in that exercise.

Finally, and here | hesitate to speak out of
place, it seems to me that for the Seventh-day
Adventist Church at least it will do no pastoral good.
Of course this is not really my concern. | come at
this as an outsider and primarily as an academic.
However, in my work on the Davidians | do commu-
nicate with several of the Waco survivors, who in
some cases have lost both family and friends and are
now serving long prison sentences. Although the
actual number of people involved is small, the

we are going to )

wounds that have been inflicted are in each individual
case very deep. | have no authority to speak on this
issue. Nevertheless, let me say this: Now that the
dust has settled it might be appropriate to remember
that at heart the events of Waco are a pastoral
matter and not a public relations one.
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