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Bewilderment” was not a state of mind usually associated with 
Adventism’s self-assured apologist, F. D. Nichol. But in a 1963 edito­
rial, the Review  editor indeed confessed “bewilderment at times as to ju st how 

the principle of separation of church and state applies.” The source of his perplexity was 
the sharply increasing government involvement in such realms as welfare and education that 
were major facets of the church’s ministry.1 And his unusual uncertainty reflects the magnitude of the 
growing challenge confronting Adventism’s traditional commitment to strict separation of church and 
state as the postwar decades progressed.

The challenge came from several angles. The radical pluralism and societal fragmentation emerging out 
of the upheavals of the 1960s raised the question of whether public morality could thrive under separation of 
church and state. Would it be possible to maintain a common set of values around which a society could cohere?- 
The rapid social changes prompted many conservative Christians to a new activism on behalf of traditional 
religious morality in the nation’s public life.

Controversial cases involving the free exercise and establishment of religion began to come before the 
Supreme Court in unprecedented volume. The court interpreted the significance of the First Amendment for a 
vast range of issues, including prayer, Bible reading, and the teaching of evolution in the public schools, govern­
ment aid to church-related schools, Sunday laws, unemployment and public assistance entitlement rights for 
religious minorities, chaplains in state legislatures, and religious displays on public property. The free exeicise 
and “establishment” clauses now often appeared to be in tension and holding together commitments to 
separatiomsm and religious rights, as Adventists had always tried to do, became a more complicated matter. An 
“accommodationist” or “non—preferentialist” approach that defended positive cooperation between government 
and religion, so long as one religious group is not favored over others, became more influential among interpret­
ers of the First Amendment.3



The expanding role of government referred to 
by Nichol, combined with Adventism’s deepening 
institutional stake in society, led to conflict within the 
Church over whether and to what extent government 
funds should be used for church institutions. While the 
leaders of the Church’s work for religious liberty 
continued to uphold the separationist banner, others, 
particularly administrators of educational institutions, 
advocated a more accommodationist approach that would 
allow the Church to accept some government funds.

The sometimes wrenching conflict was never fully 
resolved, but the Church as a whole made a major shift 
toward selective acceptance of government benefits. 
Adventist leaders, broadly speaking, came to conceive 
of the wall separating church and state as flexible 
enough to allow openings for the Church to take 
advantage of some provisions of the welfare state. 
Indeed, one of the principle contributions of the 
Church’s activism in this period came in helping to 
define how the principle of religious liberty would be 
applied to citizens’ claims on the entitlements of the 
welfare state. At the same time Adventists continued 
to defend with zeal the concept of a separating wall as 
developments relating to education, Sunday legislation 
and ecumenism seemed to provide new signs of the 
necessity to forestall the ultimate demise of liberty.

Their understanding of separation of church and 
state continued in this period to distinguish Adventists 
from religious liberals who sought to transform 
society through political action. But though a conser­
vatism linked with church-state separationisin re­
mained the prevailing political orientation in Advent­
ism, voices calling for a new and progressive involve­
ment with social issues made themselves heard. 
Moreover, that progressive influence, along with the 
sustained commitment to separation of church and 
state, contributed to the emergence of an even more 
significant distinction: that between Adventists and 
premillennialists of the developing New Christian Right.

Separationism and the Government 

Aid Controversy

Qualification of the Church’s adamant stance against 
accepting government funds began to appear at least 
as early as the 1930s. The growth of the federal 
welfare state in America began to create unprec­
edented and what proved to be irresistible funding 
opportunities for the Church’s institutions that con­
flicted with the traditional stand on separation of

church and state.4
The conflict sharpened in 1943 when Paradise 

Valley Hospital in San Diego accepted a grant of 
$136,000 through the Federal Work Agency to build 
an addition to the hospital and a new dormitory for 
nursing students.5 Vociferous protests from C. S. 
Longacre were viewed as a hindrance to raising 
additional funds for the project within the Church and 
drew a sharp rebuke from J. L. McElhany, the General 
Conference president. McElhany cited Ellen White’s 
opposition to A. T. Jones’s criticism of the Church’s 
acceptance of a land grant from the British South 
Africa Company in the 1890s.6 Here was clear evidence, 
McElhany declared, that Mrs. White favored acceptance 
of gifts from government. Longacre responded that 
Mrs. White nowhere endorsed direct “government” aid 
to churches, but only that which the rich and powerful 
were moved to bestow out of their own resources. The 
land grant in southern Africa that the Adventists 
received fit the latter category since it came from Cecil 
Rhodes and the British South Africa Company, not from 
a government.7 The ambiguity of this crucial precedent 
in Adventist history contributed to making the 
Church’s twentieth-century struggle with the issue of 
government aid a protracted and messy one.

Two more developments in the 1940s prompted 
church leaders to seek a definitive policy on govern­
ment aid. Under the provisions of the Surplus Prop­
erty Act of 1944, the Adventists’ Central California 
Conference in 1948 acquired Camp McQuade, a large 
former military base, for one dollar and turned it into 
a denominational high school. H. H. Votaw decried this 
move as inconsistent with the Church’s long-held 
position and urged that the camp be returned to the 
government.8 Meanwhile, the Hill-Burton Act of 
1946 made available funding for private hospitals, 
and Adventist administrators were eager to take 
advantage of it.

At the Autumn Council of 1948, church leaders 
voted to “reaffirm our full belief in the historic doc­
trine of the separation of church and state.” They 
passed resolutions against accepting free textbooks 
from the government or public funds for teachers’ 
salaries or school maintenance.9 The council also 
declared that Adventist medical institutions in the 
United States, as “an integral part of our denomina­
tional program,” should not accept government funds 
for operation or maintenance.10

The unyielding policy didn’t last long, however.
The very next Autumn Council brought a crucial 
change, opening the door to capital funds from the



government for medical institutions and to war surplus 
such as Camp McQuade. Acceptance of funds for 
capital development of hospitals, available through the 
Hill-Burton Act of 1946, was justified on the grounds 
that Adventist institutions “render a recognized service 
to the medical needs of the communities in which they 
are located” that was not specifically sectarian in nature.11

Meanwhile, a theory on which to base the 
accommodationist stance toward government aid was 
gaining acceptance among some Adventist leaders. J. I. 
Robison, who had served the church for many years in 
Africa and Europe, argued in a position paper circu­
lated in the late 1940s that a distinction should be 
made between religious liberty and separation of 
church and state. Religious liberty, he maintained, is 
basic, unquestioned Adventist doctrine. Separation of 
church and state, on the other hand, was an arrange-

context. Controversy deepened despite the policy 
voted in 1949 as the church’s institutions of higher 
education began to push through the door cracked 
open by the provision for limited acceptance of 
government aid for the Church’s medical institutions. 
Many Adventist educational administrators were 
eager to take advantage of the Higher Education 
Facilities Act of 1958 that offered government funds 
for one-third of the cost of new buildings, and other 
legislation for various forms of aid such as scholar­
ships, fellowships, equipment, and training programs 
in specific areas. Also, numerous acquisitions of 
government surplus property were made in the 1950s. 
Thus, by 1963, Seventh-day Adventist institutions 
were listed by Protestants and Other Americans 
United for Separation of Church and State among the 
violators of the “moral, spiritual, and constitutional

ment particular to the American government and not 
the only system under which religious liberty could be 
enjoyed. And now, the development of the welfare 
state in America had led to a “twilight zone” in the 
realms of education and social welfare where state and 
church have overlapping interests. The claims of both 
are legitimate, he argued, and he therefore called for “a 
plan of mutual agreement as to how each shall cooper­
ate with the other.”12 Changes in the American govern­
ment made mandatory an accommodation in which 
strict separationism is abandoned but the principle of 
religious liberty is maintained.

A change in the Religious Liberty Association’s 
Declaration of Principles in 1956 reflects a consensus 
that separation of church and state, while ideal, was 
one particular means for realizing the more fundamen­
tal principle of religious liberty. Thus, the r l a  no 
longer declared separation of church and state as its 
first principle but rather affirmed belief in religious 
liberty, which “is best exercised when there is separa­
tion between church and state.”

Nonetheless, the strict separationists were far from 
accepting Robison’s prescription for the American

aspects of the principle of Church-State separation.”13
Such departure from the separationism so long 

advocated in the pages of Liberty\ significant enough to 
prompt criticism from an organization in which 
Adventist leaders themselves had a high profile, 
understandably sparked intense debate within the 
Adventist community. Many Adventists wondered if 
their own church was now entering the very sort of 
illicit union with the state that it had frequently 
attributed to others.14 For their part, the Church’s 
religious liberty leaders, reluctantly conceding defeat 
on the issue of Hill-Burton funds, fought to maintain 
the policy against acceptance of government aid for 
capital improvements at Adventist colleges, even while 
adherence to the policy was in fact rapidly eroding.13

The debate continued through the 1960s and the 
controverted issues were aired in an unusually frank 
public manner in a panel discussion printed in the
Review in 1968. Moderated by Neal C. Wilson, vice 
president of the General Conference for North 
America, the panel included Robert H. Brown, a vice 
president of Walla Walla College; Herbert Douglass, 
president of Atlantic Union College; and E E. J. Harder,



chairman of the Department of Education at Andrews 
University. As educators, these men favored a relatively 
liberal policy on government aid. Also included were 
Roland Hegstad and attorney Warren Johns, who were 
concerned with upholding a separationist policy.16

The educators developed the themes adumbrated 
by Robison. Harder emphasized the point that separa­
tion of church and state should be seen as a policy 
rather than a doctrine. While a doctrine of “personal 
and religious freedom’’ could be derived from the 
Bible, he argued, separation of church and state was 
not exemplified, described, or prescribed” therein.

Hegstad and Johns agreed with their brethren that 
complete separation of church and state was not 
possible and that the counsels of Ellen White made 
room for some forms of government aid. But they 
argued for adherence to separationist principles, based

For Hegstad and Johns, the twin dangers of 
governmental control and secularization highlighted 
the need for maintaining a critical perspective on 
government aid. As evidence of the danger of secular­
ization, Hegstad pointed to the many church-related 
colleges, particularly Roman Catholic, that “were 
altering their organizational structure and admission 
requirements to allow for the secularization that will 
bring government subsidy.” While many of the 
constitutional issues remained unresolved, he feared 
that with federal aid, Adventist schools would face 
similar pressure toward secularization.

Controversy over the issue of government aid 
continued to simmer until external and internal 
pressures prompted the Church to another attempt at 
resolving it in 1972. Cuts in government appropria­
tions by the Nixon administration and a general dip in

“Changes in the American government made mandatory an 

accommodation in which strict separationism is abandoned but the 

principle of religious liberty is maintained.”

on the Church s apocalyptic identity as “remnant,” that 
would strictly limit the forms and conditions under 
which aid was accepted. Hegstad cited the Adventist 
interpretation of Revelation as depicting the emer­
gence of an oppressive union between church and 
state to suggest that separationism was indeed a 
biblical principle. In view of such apocalyptic under­
standing, he asked, “can we hasten the erosion of the 
wall of separation for the sake of financial subsidy, or 
for any other reason, and yet claim to act in a prin­
cipled way?” In fact it would be “criminal,” he added, 
“for men with the prophetic insight of the Adventist 
ministry uncritically to involve the church in confed­
eracy with government for the sake of financial aid.” 

Again here, the issue turned in part on how much 
emphasis would be placed on the church’s “remnant” 
status. Johns maintained that the very survival of 
Adventism as a “viable ‘remnant’” was at stake. If the 
Church that claims to be the “remnant” of faithful 
believers described in Revelation “unites with govern­
ment for economic gain,” then, he suggested, “the 
prophetic term ‘remnant’ as applied to the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church would face redefinition.”

enrollment created financial distress for colleges. 
Then, passage of the Higher Education Omnibus Bill 
in 19/2 offered relief by extending old programs and 
funding new ones. Adventist educational administra­
tors sought to take advantage of the programs, but 
ther e was some confusion as to what was allowable 
under church policy.1. Moreover, some administrators 
were less conscientious than others about following 
denominational policy. Neal Wilson observed that 
numerous violations of existing policy were occurring 
and expressed the desire of church leaders that policy 
and practice be consistent within the denomination.18

The new policy proposed at the 1972 Autumn 
Council was more permissive in that it no longer 
categorized some forms of government aid as inher­
ently unacceptable. Government funds for capital 
improvements, equipment, general operating, and 
salaries might now be approved. However, a set of 
guidelines was established to restrict the conditions 
undei which aid might be received. The guidelines 
stipulated that any participation in aid programs 
should not compromise the independence of Adventists 
schools, deflect them from their purpose of inculcating



Christian principles, or weaken the “historic position of 
the Church that “religious liberty is best achieved and 
preserved by a separation of church and state.” A 
system of monitoring and evaluation by church boards 
external to the institutions receiving aid was set up in 
an effort to avoid inconsistencies and violations.

In the floor debate at the Autumn Council, W. 
Melvin Adams registered sharp opposition. “This new 
policy is dishonest,” he declared. “It begins by main­
taining our historic position of separation of church 
and state and then turns 180 degrees.” Adamant 
opponents of the policy turned out to be a small 
minority, however. Hegstad’s somewhat reluctant 
support reflected the position of many whose views 
could allow for government aid under some circum­
stances but remained highly concerned about its

potential threat to the church. “This has been a trau­
matic issue for me,” he observed, “but I am not afraid to 
depart from the policies of the past.” The council 
eventually approved the new policy overwhelmingly.19 
The denomination appeared to have achieved relative 
consensus on a policy that could be squared with the 
actual practice of its educational institutions, though 
concern continued to be expressed occasionally about 
the government funding reaching such an extent that 
it threatened the autonomy of Adventist schools.”0 

Hegstad put the best face possible on the new 
policy, defending it in Liberty as an “uncompromising 
Declaration of Independence.” Though editor of the 
publication subsidized by the Church “to advocate 
continued separation of church and state,” he recog­
nized that the separation could not be absolute and 
that “Caesar’s sphere and God’s sphere sometimes 
overlap.” On the specific matter of government aid to 
church-related colleges, Adventist leaders declared 
that “they could not make the constitutional judg­
ments necessary” and thus accepted the Supreme 
Court’s ruling in Tilton v. Richardson (1971) that 
permitted some forms of such aid. In earlier eras 
Adventists had rarely been so timid about expressing 
their judgment on constitutional issues of church and 
state. But Hegstad believed their principles were

safeguarded by the stipulations of the new policy. He 
claimed that it was strict enough to ensure that the 
amount of government aid would “not exceed a 
trickle,” and affirmed his conviction that “the First 
Amendment still stands as a desirable wall between 
tax dollars and the kind of schools Adventists are 
determined to maintain.”21

Despite Hegstad’s efforts to reconcile the new 
policy with separationist principles, the Adventist 
solution to the problem of the expanding role of 
government and growing needs of its own institu­
tions came at the price of a loss of clarity in the 
Church’s stand on separation of church and state. 
Adams’s objection seems irrefutable. While on the one 
hand continuing to affirm separation as the best way 
of achieving religious liberty, the Church had given

official approval to forms of cooperation with govern­
ment of the sort that it had condemned in earlier years 
as an egregious trespass of the wall of separation.

Regarding the “wall of separation,” it was Bert B. 
Beach who perhaps best expressed the position to 
which Adventism, by and large, had come: Separation 
of church and state must at times be an invulnerable 
wall, but on occasion it must also be a permeable 
honeycomb allowing legitimate cooperation and even 
government regulation.... Think of church schools 
and state education laws, church construction and 
building codes, church financial operations and laws 
affecting them, to name but a few spheres of joint 
influence where ironclad separation is out of the ques­
tion.22 Adventists still wanted the barrier between church 
and state to be strong where necessary, but less uniformly 
absolute than they had previously envisioned it.

Free Exercise in the Welfare State

While the issue of how to handle the provisions of 
the welfare state in regard to the Church s institutions 
created a crisis for Adventism, church leaders had little 
hesitation about asserting the right of individuals— 
Adventists and others—to claim the entitlements and



legal protection afforded by the state without suffering 
discrimination because of their religious practices. 
Here Adventist activism contributed to extending the 
principle of religious freedom in the new historical 
context brought about by the progressive social 
legislation of the twentieth century.

Workplace conflicts created by their distinctive 
practices constituted one of the most difficult chal­
lenges faced by Saturday Sabbatarians in a society 
where Sunday is the recognized day of rest. Faithful 
Seventh-day Adventists insisted on abstaining from 
work for the entire twenty-four hour period from 
sundown Friday evening to sundown Saturday 
evening, and frequently found it necessary to give up 
jobs that demanded Saturday work in order to be 
faithful to their beliefs.23 As government expanded its

benefits to those refusing work on either Saturday or 
Sunday were tested in the state supreme courts of 
Michigan and Ohio. Alvin Johnson argued in Liberty 
that such laws exhibited a governmental hostility 
toward religion in violation of the “free exercise” 
provision.27 Both courts agreed, ruling in favor of the 
Sabbatarians claim on benefits, as did the North 
Carolina Supreme Court in 1956.28

In South Carolina, however, a legal battle began over 
the issue in 1959 that eventually reached the United 
States Supreme Court. Mrs. Adell Sherbert, who had 
been employed for over thirty years in Spartan Mills, a 
textile mill in Spartanburg, converted to Seventh-day 
Adventism in 1957. At this time the mill was operating 
only five days per week, thus she had no Sabbath work 
conflicts. In 1959, however, the mill shifted to a six-

“The r l a  no longer declared separation of church and state as its first 

principle but rather affirmed belief in religious liberty, which ‘is best 

exercised when there is separation between church and state.’”

role in providing for the needs of the unemployed, 
disputes arose concerning whether Adventists who 
were out of work solely because of their 
Sabbatarianism were entitled to unemployment ben­
efits. Could Adventists claim benefits on the basis of 
their right to the free exercise of religion, even 
though the state was doing nothing directly to restrict 
their practices? Or would the payments in effect 
subsidize the practices of a particular group and thus 
be an unconstitutional establishment of religion? This 
convergence of Adventist practice, the welfare state, 
and the Constitution led to a Supreme Court decision 
in 1963 that came to be regarded as one of the most 
significant interpretations of the First Amendment in 
the court’s history.24

1 he issue of the Sabbath and unemployment 
compensation surfaced as early as 1948. Several 
Adventist women in Battle Creek, Michigan, initially 
denied benefits, appealed their case successfully to 
higher state officials. Frank Yost described the incident 
as “an important precedent in favor of liberty of 
conscience.”25 The issue was far from settled, however, 
and with other cases arising, church leaders voted the 
following spring that the denomination should bear 
the expenses of members seeking legal redress.26 In 
1954, laws that stipulated denial of unemployment

day work week, and Mrs. Sherbert lost her job for 
refusing to work on Saturdays. After failing to find 
work that accommodated her convictions at three 
other mills in the area, and filing unsuccessfully for 
unemployment benefits, she took her case to court.29

The Supreme Court decided in favor of Sherbert in 
1963 by a 7-2 majority. In the majority opinion, Justice 
William Brennan held that the government was 
imposing on Sherbert a choice between practicing her 
religion and accepting work, which was equivalent to 
fining her for her worship on Saturday. Thus: “To 
condition the availability of benefits upon this 
appellant s willingness to violate a cardinal principle 
of her religious faith effectively penalizes the free 
exercise of her constitutional liberties.” Such a burden 
to free exercise could be constitutional only if necessi­
tated by some “compelling state interest,” and Brennan 
could find none in this case. His ruling did not foster 
the “establishment” of Adventism in South Carolina, 
Brennan further argued. Rather, providing those who 
worshiped on Saturday and Sunday alike with access to 
unemployment benefits constituted “nothing more 
than the governmental obligation of neutrality in the 
face of religious differences.”30

Adventists naturally celebrated the decision as a 
vindication of “equal justice for all” and reason to



“thank God anew for His protecting care over those 
who conscientiously witness for the truth of the 
Sabbath at the risk of discrimination in the matter of 
unemployment compensation.”31 The landmark 
application of the free exercise clause that they 
embraced in the Sherbert decision was perhaps an 
indirect part of a process leading Adventists toward a 
more nuanced view of the relationship between church 
and state. In an era when the role of government was 
expanding, “neutrality” was becoming at least as 
important as “separation.”

In the 1970s another dimension of the welfare 
state, namely, its regulations protecting civil rights, 
came to prominence in connection with Sabbatarian

Merikay Silver filed a suit alleging sex discrimination 
in hiring and payment practices against the Church s 
Pacific Press Publishing Association. The Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission and Depart­
ment of Labor filed related suits on behalf of Silver 
and another female employee of Pacific Press, Lorna 
Tobler. The Department of Labor also filed a com­
plaint in 1975 against the Pacific Union Conference, an 
umbrella organization for the Church’s associations, 
schools, and colleges on the West Coast, which 
charged that unequal pay for basically equal work had 
been rendered to employees of different genders.

The fundamental contention made by the defense in 
these cases was that the First Amendment placed

employees. Title vii of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
and its 1972 amendments forbade job discrimination 
on the basis of religion. Guidelines issued by the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission stipu­
lated that employers “make reasonable accommoda­
tions to the religious needs of employees and prospec­
tive employees where such accommodations can be 
made without undue hardship on the conduct of the 
employer’s business.” When Edward Shaffield, an 
Adventist helicopter mechanic employed at Northrop 
Worldwide Aircraft Services in Alabama, was fired for 
leaving work early on Fridays to avoid working after 
the Sabbath began at sundown, he filed a suit charging 
religious discrimination in federal court. Northrop 
claimed that its policy was to treat all employees alike, 
thus it could not give preferential treatment to 
Shaffield. But the court ruled in Shaffield’s favor, 
arguing that the company had “numerous opportuni­
ties to effect an accommodation with only minimal 
disruption of business.” Liberty columnist Elvin 
Benton, in an appreciative analysis of the decision, 
commented that treating everybody alike would only 
be fair if “all people were identical.”32

Here it must be noted that when it came to applica­
tion of Title VII to church institutions, Adventism’s 
top leadership put up trenchant resistance. In 1973

church institutions beyond the jurisdiction of the 
state. The defense in the Pacific Press cased declared 
that “in doing its work, the church is free to ignore, 
even to flout, measures which bind all others” and that 
IX] he church claims exemption from all civil laws in 
all its religious institutions.” In both the Pacific Press 
and Pacific Union cases, the Church’s sweeping claims 
to freedom from government regulation was rejected 
in federal court. The ruling in the press case declared 
that it was the job of the courts, not the Church, to 
interpret the Constitution, that workers in religious 
institutions had the right to protection against dis­
crimination, and that it was the clear intent of Con­
gress that Title VII apply to religious organizations, 
with the only permissible form of discrimination being 
the practice of hiring church members exclusively.33

In the secular arena, however, Adventist activism 
contributed to a broadening of the state s role in 
protecting workers against religious discrimination. 
This point was true not only in regard to Sabbatarian 
accommodation and unemployment compensation but 
also in regard to yet another employment-related 
issue—compulsory labor union membership.

In the late nineteenth century, Adventists viewed 
unions as “combinations” that repressed individual 
freedom through coercive collective action. Labor



violence was expected to lead to the final apocalyptic 
conflict, with the strong Roman Catholic influence 
helping to make unions appear a likely instrument of 
the last conspiracy Unions thus posed a fundamental 
challenge to the believer’s loyalty to God and the 
Church, and Ellen White urged Adventists to avoid 
them and “stand free in God.” It should also be reiter­
ated that White and other Adventist writers at this 
time were just as severe on the large trusts for con­
spiring to deprive individuals of economic rights and 
thus prompting social upheaval. 54 In the years follow­
ing White’s death, Adventist spokespersons continued 
to dissociate the Church from the strikes and violence 
of the labor movement, point out the guilt of capital

ciently lasting, widely accepted, or consistently applied 
to resolve the problem.37

In the early 1960s, church leaders sought new ways 
to apply their two-pronged approach of encouraging 
members to “stand apart” from unions while negotiat­
ing ways for them to keep jobs normally requiring 
union membership. While reiterating the long­
standing position that union membership was not a 
barrier to Adventist membership,38 church leaders 
continued to emphasize the spiritual perils of unions. 
Rather than fading away as an issue, union member­
ship continued to be strongly and repeatedly discour­
aged, if not absolutely forbidden.

Neal C. Wilson, then the Church’s vice-president for

“Government funds for capital improvements, equipment, 

general operating, and salaries might now be approved.”

in establishing unjust economic conditions, and urge 
that those injustices be redressed through legal means.35

It was not until the late 1930s, however, that union 
membership became a personal, ethical dilemma for 
many Adventists. As the number of Adventists living 
in cities increased, both through conversion36 and the 
nation’s general trend toward urbanization, and 
organized labor made advances under the New Deal, 
more and more faced pressure to join unions. Thev 
were confronted with the perplexing choice between 
retaining their jobs in a union shop and defying the 
church’s historic position, which was given prophetic 
authority through Ellen White’s admonitions.

For over two decades the Adventist leadership took 
the approach of negotiating agreements with labor 
unions. Some unions accepted a document, called the 
“Basis of Agreement,” that committed the unions to 
certify Adventist workers for employment if they 
would contribute the equivalent of union dues to 
union-supported charities and not cross picket lines in 
the event of a strike. In a manner similar to their 
“conscientious cooperation” with the military, 
Adventists could thus avoid direct, personal involve­
ment in actions violating their beliefs while not 
interfering with and in some ways supporting the 
unions. Elowever, these agreements were not suffi-

North America, drew on numerous arguments from the 
past in summarizing the case against unions in 1969. He 
cited the teachings of Jesus on treatment of enemies, and 
the inclusive nature of Christianity that makes impos­
sible affiliation with organizations that divide and create 
conflict along social and political lines. The capstone of 
his biblical argument was chapter 5 of the epistle of 
James, which had become a favorite in Adventist 
polemics against unions. The epistle pronounces 
judgment on the wealthy who have made their fortunes 
by fraud and oppression, and then calls for patience 
until the coming of the Lord. “James does not advocate 
a workingman’s confederacy,” commented Wilson, but 
instead “cautions all Christians to be patient and not 
retaliate.” This passage seemed useful in not only 
justifying the Adventist position but also to distinguish 
it from support for the interests of big business.

Wilson also found Ellen White’s warnings con­
cerning the apocalyptic threat of unions still perti­
nent. The papal support for labor exhibited since the 
encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891 was evidence that 
unions were “helping to implement the Catholic 
church’s objectives” in America, which, according to 
Revelation 13, meant “erecting an image to Catholic 
power.” Some labor leaders expressed support for 
Sunday laws, underscoring the ultimate danger of



unions to Adventists.39 Wilson in fact devoted greater 
attention to apocalyptic concerns than many Review 
articles on the topic of labor unions in the 1940s—yet 
another indication of the continued strength of the 
Adventists’ interpretation of history in influencing 
their action in the public arena and creating perma­
nent distance between them and public institutions.

But here again the apocalyptic outlook did not 
simply produce a quietism that preferred to wait for 
the coming of the Lord rather than join the struggle 
to achieve justice for workers. I t  also correlated with 
an activism that used the political process to preserve 
and extend liberty. Having failed to establish a satis­
factory arrangement through direct negotiation with 
unions, Adventist leaders in the mid-1960s turned to 
legislation and litigation as means to help working

chu rch  and un ions had  failed, and  the  sp o tty  p ro tec tio n  
afforded by s ta te  r ig h t- to -w o rk  law s w as now  je o p a r­
d ized, “it is now  tim e for th e  G o v e rn m e n t to  s tep  in and  
g u a ra n te e  th e  G od-g iven  r ig h t  every  m an has to  m ake a 
liv in g  for h im se lf  and  h is family, one of th o se  r ig h ts  
o u r fo re fa th e rs  called  ‘un a lien ab le .’” In  o th e r  w ords, 
th e  g o v e rn m e n t m u s t com bine  w ith  its  p ro g ra m  to  
com bat p o v e rty  and  ex p an d  econom ic o p p o rtu n ity  
s t ro n g  prov isions for ind iv idual liberty.

Specifically, he, on behalf of the Church, recom­
mended to House and Senate subcommittees in June 
1965 an amendment stipulating that to require an 
individual who has religious convictions against so 
doing to “join or financially support any labor organi­
zation” shall be “unfair labor practice.” Such an indi­
vidual would be required, in turn, to pay the equiva-

peop le  in th e  C h u rch  en joy  re lig io u s  lib e r ty  w ith o u t 
loss o f  econom ic o p p o rtu n ity . A nd, ironically , th a t 
e ffo rt a t tim es b ro u g h t th em  in to  p o litica l alliance 
w ith  o rg a n iz e d  labor.

P re s id e n t L y n d o n  Jo h n so n ’s call upon  C o n g re ss  in 
1965 to  rep ea l sec tion  14(b) o f  th e  T a f t-H a r tle y  A ct 
o f  1947 p ro v id ed  th e  occasion  fo r an  A d v e n tis t 
leg is la tiv e  in itia tive . T a ft-H a rtley , w ith  its  lim ita tio n s  
on  th e  p o w er o f  o rg a n iz e d  labor, had  afforded 
A d v e n tis ts  som e s u p p o r t in th e ir  endeav o r to  w o rk  
w ith o u t jo in in g  un ions. H ow ever, r a th e r  th a n  oppose 
th e  rep ea l o f  sec tion  14(b), w hich  p ro v id ed  for s ta te  
r ig h t- to -w o rk  law s, A d v e n tis t lo b b y ists  p ro p o sed  
a tta c h in g  to  th e  rep ea l an  am e n d m e n t p re v e n tin g  th e  
ex c lu sio n  o f  re lig io u s  o b jec to rs  to  lab o r un io n s from  
w o rk  places u n d e r un ion  c o n tra c t.

W  M elv in  A dam s, th e n  associa te  s e c re ta ry  o f  th e  
G e n e ra l C onference  R elig ious L ib e r ty  D e p a r tm e n t, 
sp earh ead ed  th e  in ten s iv e  lo b b y in g  effo rt fo r w h a t 
becam e k n o w n  as th e  “conscience c lause .”40 A d am s’s 
p lea, in  th e  s e t t in g  o f  th e  Jo h n so n  a d m in is tra tio n ’s 
am b itio u s p ro g ra m  for social ju s tic e  and  w elfare, w as 
e x p re sse d  in  th e  ti t le  o f  a Liberty a rtic le : “Is th e re  
ro o m  fo r re lig io u s  con v ic tio n  in th e  G re a t Society?
H e a rg u ed  th a t since v o lu n ta ry  ag reem en ts  betw een  the

le n t o f  un ion  in itia tio n  fees and  period ic  dues to  th e  
tre a s u re r  o f  th e  U n ite d  S ta tes .41

A dam s p e rsu ad ed  R e p resen ta tiv e  E d ith  G re e n  of 
O regon  to  sponsor the am endm ent. A pro labor D em ocrat, 
she had  in itia lly  re g a rd e d  A d am s’s p ro p o sa l as a n ti­
un ion . A fte r a g re e in g  to  sp o n so r it, how ever, she s tu ck  
by it d esp ite  som e o p p o sitio n  from  la b o r su p p o rte rs .42

In  ad d itio n  to  A d v en tis ts , re p re se n ta tiv es  o f  a 
b ran ch  o f  th e  P ly m o u th  B re th re n , th e  M en n o n ite s , 
and  th e  N a tio n a l A ssocia tion  o f  E v an g e lica ls  spoke at 
c o n g re ss io n a l h earin g s, p re ss in g  th e  case for p ro te c t­
in g  re lig io u s  con v ic tio n s a g a in s t un ion  m em bersh ip . 
A d d itio n a l su p p o rt, e lic ited  by A dam s, cam e from  p ro ­
la b o r ecum enical o rg an iza tio n s . R e p resen ta tiv es  o f  th e  
N a tio n a l C ouncil o f  C hurches, th e  N a tio n a l C atho lic  
W elfare  C onference, and  th e  C e n tra l C onference  o f 
A m erican  R abbis se n t a jo in t  te le g ra m  u rg in g  th a t  
C o n g re ss  “find a fo rm u la  w hich  s im u ltan eo u sly  
g u a ra n te e s  th e  le g itim a te  r ig h ts  o f  o rg a n iz e d  lab o r 
and  th e  r ig h ts  o f  th o se  w o rk e rs ...w h o s e  re lig io u s  
beliefs m ake it im possib le  fo r th e m  to  jo in  o r  su p p o rt a 
lab o r o rg a n iz a tio n .”43

In  th is  v ig o ro u s  e ffo rt to  p ro m o te  leg is la tio n , th e  
C hurch , said A dam s, w as “n e u tra l on  th e  po litica l, 
econom ic and  social a spec ts of th e  rep ea l of S ection



14(b),” and  c o n ce rn ed  on ly  w ith  d e fen d in g  re lig io u s 
co n v ic tio n .44 B u t how ever apo litica l th e  C h u rc h ’s 
m o tiv a tio n , it  had  d efin ite ly  taken  a side in a po litica l 
figh t. M oreover, th e  d esire  to  “s ta n d  free” from  labo r 
un ions led A d v en tis ts  in th is  in stance  to  take th e  side o f  
o rg an ized  labor, s u p p o r tin g  la b o r’s le a d in g  leg is la tive  
prio rity , so lo n g  as th e  conscience clause w as included .45

A s it tu rn e d  ou t, th e  bill to  rep ea l 14(b), to  w hich  a 
m odified  fo rm  th e  consc ience  c lause  becam e a ttached , 
w as k illed  by a filibuster. B u t desp ite  its  fa ilu re  in 
C o n g ress , th e  conscience c lause  served  as a new  
g e n e ra l fram ew o rk  fo r A d v e n tis t e ffo rts  to  m ake 
a r ra n g e m e n ts  w ith  unions. A b o o st cam e from  the  
execu tiv e  council o f  th e  a f l - c i o , w hich  en d o rse d  the  
p ro v is io n s  of th e  consc ience  c lause  w hile  it w as 
p e n d in g  in  th e  S enate  and  u rg ed  un ions “to  accom m o-

Adventists, employed as cooks, housekeepers, and 
nurses aides, were affected when the Drug and Hospi­
tal Workers’ Union No. 1199 won the right to repre­
sent workers at the United Presbyterian Home. Four 
of the Adventists quit, wishing to avoid any connec­
tion with labor unions. Two agreed to join the union. 
The other three contacted church officials for help. 
Representatives of the General Conference and local 
union conference Religious Liberty Departments 
arrived to negotiate with union leaders. The union 
refused to accept a proposal based on the conscience 
clause, which would have allowed the workers to 
retain their jobs if they paid an amount equivalent to 
union dues to a national charity. However, the union 
was willing to exempt them from actual membership, 
oaths, picketing, and meeting requirements, if the

“This new policy is dishonest. It begins by maintaining 

our historic position of separation of church and state and then 

turns 180 degrees.” W. Melvin Adams

d a te  th em se lv es to  g en u in e  ind iv idual re lig io u s 
sc ru p les .”46 F o r its  p a r t , th e  C hurch , th ro u g h  its 
D e p a r tm e n t o f  P ub lic  A ffairs and  R e lig ious L iberty , 
issued  a “s ta te m e n t o f  co o p e ra tio n ,” p le d g in g  
A d v e n tis ts  to  abide by th e  s tip u la tio n s  o f  an  am en d ­
m e n t p ro p o sed  by S e n a to r  W ayne  M o rse  o f  O re g o n  
re g a rd in g  th e  p ay m en t o f  th e  eq u iv a len t o f  un ion  
dues and  fees to  charity . By such  ac tion  th e y  so u g h t to  
show  th a t  th e y  w ere  no t, as som etim es accused, “free 
rid e rs .” A dditionally , in th e  ev en t o f  a s trike , th e y  
w ould  “n o t side w ith  th e  un ion  by p a r tic ip a tin g  in the  
s tr ik e  activ ities, n o r  w ith  th e  em p loyer by  in te rfe r in g  
w ith  th e  un ion  p icketing . ”4' In  essence, th is  w as a 
ren ew al o f  th e  te rm s  o f  th e  “Basis o f  A g re e m e n t” 
e s tab lish ed  in th e  1940s, w ith  one  m a jo r difference: th e  
m on ey  paid  by th e  re lig io u s  o b je c to r  w ou ld  go  to  an 
in d e p e n d e n t charity , r a th e r  th a n  in to  un ion  coffers.

W ith  a f l - c i o  policy  n o t b in d in g  on un io n  locals, 
how ever, it rem a in ed  o ften  d ifficult to  p e rsu a d e  th em  
to  accep t th e  consc ience  clause. A d v e n tis ts  co n tin u ed  
to  e n c o u n te r  p re ssu re , w ith  som e lo s in g  th e ir  jo b s  and  
o th e rs  e ith e r  a g re e in g  to  jo in  un ions o r  accep t a r ­
ra n g e m e n ts  th a t  fell below  th e  s ta n d a rd  reco m m en d ed  
by th e  C hurch . A n o c c u rren ce  in 1972 in L o n g  Island , 
N ew  York, is illu stra tiv e . N in e  S ev en th -d ay

m on ey  w as paid  to  th e  un ion  in stead . T h e  w o rk e rs  
accep ted  th ese  te rm s .48

W h ile  A d v en tis ts , w ith  in c re a s in g  success, p re ssed  
th e  issue in  th e  c o u rts  d u r in g  th e  1970s,49 A dam s and 
h is co lleagues p e rs is te d  in seek in g  co n g re ss io n a l 
ac tion  on a conscience c lause .50 S uccess cam e slow ly 
and  in  stages. A  cruc ia l b re a k th ro u g h  cam e in 1975, 
w hen  N ew  Je rsey  C o n g re ssm a n  F ra n k  T h o m p so n , a 
p ro la b o r D e m o c ra t w ho  ch a ired  th e  S u b co m m ittee  on 
L a b o r-M a n a g em e n t R elations, ind ica ted  his su p p o rt 
for such action . A bill sp o n so red  by T h o m p so n  ea rly  in 
1977 p ro v id in g  fo r su b s titu tio n  o f  c h a rity  p ay m en ts  
for un ion  m e m b ersh ip  and  dues p assed  o v e rw h e lm ­
in g ly  in th e  H ouse. In th e  Senate, how ever, it w as 
a ttach ed  to  a b ro a d e r L ab o r R efo rm  Bill th a t  w as 
defeated  by a filibuster. F in a lly  in 1980, w ith  A dam s 
now  re tire d  and  G o rd o n  E n g e n  le ad in g  A d v e n tis t 
lobby ing , conscience c lause  leg is la tio n  m ade  it all th e  
w ay th ro u g h  th e  c o n g re ss io n a l m aze, desp ite  c o n tin u ­
in g  o p p o sitio n  from  som e unions. R each in g  th e  S enate  
floor ju s t  a day  before C o n g re ss  w as to  ad jo u rn , it 
p assed  by a voice vo te  w ith o u t d is se n t and  w as s igned  
in to  law  by P re s id e n t Jim m y  C a r te r  on D ecem b er 24, 
1980. A fte r a f ifteen -year p e rio d  o f  c o n g re ss io n a l 
lobby ing , A d v e n tis ts  w on th e  b ack in g  o f  federa l law



for the right of individuals with religious convictions 
against union membership to not have their economic 
opportunity thereby obstructed, so long as they did 
not take unfair advantage by pocketing the amount 
that would go to union dues.

The ethical approach taken by Adventists toward 
labor unions paralleled that taken toward the military 
in some important ways. They believed that the 
violence and coercion practiced by these institutions 
was contrary to biblical teaching concerning indi­
vidual Christian behavior. Yet they did not protest the 
existence of such institutions in a sinful world, nor did 
they address the broad issues of peace and justice 
surrounding the activities of armies and unions. In 
exchange for the freedom to follow their understand-

welfare state as a potential instrument of repression, 
Adventists in the postwar decades did not perpetuate 
intransigent denunciation of “big government.” 
Instead, they used legal channels in pressing for full 
realization of religious liberty under the provisions of 
the welfare state.

In the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, “cautious conserva­
tism” remained the dominant, though no longer 
unchallenged, political style among American 
Adventists. Not only did they generally refrain from 
challenging the status quo, many leaders stressed 
more than ever that belief in the premillennial return 
of Christ and separation of church and state meant 
the Church must avoid political activism. That empha­
sis, however, was in part a reaction to significant

ing of certain biblical injunctions, they could offer 
silent neutrality and, sometimes, tacit blessing and 
willing cooperation to the institutions participating in 
conflict. In some respects, then, they tended toward 
uncritical nationalism, moral passivity, and indirect 
complicity in actions they regarded as morally imper­
missible for themselves.

At the same time, they would not entirely be 
swallowed up by conformity to the dominant institu­
tions of American society. Indeed, Adventists sought 
with some rigor to maintain their social nonconfor­
mity on the issues they expected ultimately to be 
decisive. So even in the period when American 
Adventists were eagerly cultivating a cooperative 
relationship with the powerful institutions of the 
surrounding society, their apocalyptic view of history 
continued to undergird a sphere of resistance. Their 
earthly citizenship was, after all, only temporary; the 
heavenly was soon to supplant the earthly. In pursuing 
the course required by that expectation for the future, 
American Adventists succeeded in expanding the 
scope of individual freedom recognized by their 
earthly government.

While during the 1930s and 1940s many of the 
Church’s editors and evangelists had denounced the

voices being raised in the Church on behalf of a new 
and deeper involvement with the issues dividing 
American society.

Separationism and Conservatism

Reacting to the increasing involvement of American 
churches in progressive social causes, Review editor 
Kenneth Wood exclaimed in a 1971 editorial, “When 
will Christians really believe that the second coming 
of Christ is the only answer to this world’s prob­
lems!”51 Wood here ignored the history of extensive 
activism on the part of apocalyptically motivated 
Adventists. But he and other Adventist leaders posited 
a sharp distinction between the religious—the 
Church’s proper realms of activity—and the secular, 
the proper sphere of government and politics. Making 
such a distinction was certainly nothing new for 
Adventists, but now leading spokespersons seemed to 
be making it in a more unqualified fashion than in 
previous eras. Borrowing the language of a Gallup 
Poll question, Wood declared in 1968 that while the 
Church should indeed be attentive to human rights 
and needs, it should “stick to religion” and not be



“sidetracked" by such worthwhile causes from its 
“God-given assignment” to preach the gospel through­
out the world, particularly the “three angels’ messages 
of Revelation 14—God’s saving messages for this 
judgment hour.”52 Similarly, F. D. Nichol, in 1965, 
described the increasing Protestant interest in politi­
cal, economic, and social issues as an effort to “reform 
the world in its secular aspects.”53

Though they thus tended to distance themselves 
from church-based political activism, Adventists could 
not be described as politically neutral or entirely aloof. 
Though hard evidence is sketchy, Adventist church 
historian C. Mervyn Maxwell’s observation about late 
nineteenth-century Adventists being “overwhelmingly 
Republican in political sympathies”54 held equally true

Democratic Action ranged from 0 percent in 1968 to 
28 percent in 1970.57

Probably no church official expressed Adventist 
identification with conservatism and the Republican 
Party in more direct fashion than J. James Aitken, who 
served as the General Conference representative to 
Congress and the United Nations in the early 1970s. 
After President Richard Nixon’s speech in April 1972 
declaring plans for intensive bombing of North 
Vietnam, Aitken sent him a letter of appreciation and, 
in a second letter a month later, expressed the hope 
that the nation will understand the extreme impor­

tance of the most courageous action which you have 
taken.”58 Writing to Pettis on the same topic, Aitken 
summarized in a sentence the aggregate of church-

In earlier eras Adventists had rarely been so timid about expressing 

their judgment on constitutional issues of church and state.”

into the 1970s, at least for the white majority.55
The record of Jerry L. Pettis, the first Adventist 

elected to the United States Congress, gives us a 
window on Adventist political leanings. Pettis began 
his remarkable career as a minister, then turned to 
aviation, and then to business ventures in audio tape 
distribution and tape duplicating equipment that made 
him a millionaire. He also took up citrus and avocado 
ranching. 1 hen, in 1966, he was elected to represent 
the southern California district that included Loma 
Linda, the site of the Adventist medical school. A 
private plane crash brought a tragic end to his life in 
1975 while he was still in Congress.56

The Almanac o f  American Politics described Pettis as 
safely conservative” though straying from party 

orthodoxy enough “to indicate the presence of an 
original mind. Analysis of his voting record from 
1968 to 1970 shows support for all major weapons 
programs and opposition to the Coop-Church amend­
ment to limit presidential authority to conduct mili­
tary operations in Cambodia. These votes earned him 
a 100 percent rating on the National Security Index of 
the American Security Council. He also received high 
ratings from the conservative Americans for Constitu­
tional Action. Ratings from the liberal Americans for

state separationism, quietism, and conservatism that 
had become the dominant political style in Adventism: 
“Other Churches may take whatever action they desire 
on Vietnam, but the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
feels that it should pray for the Chief Executive that 
the state might make the right decisions without 
pressure from the Church.”59 Under Aitken’s approach, 
the Church could support a favored government such 
as Nixon s with complicity and spiritual legitimation 
and yet remain ostensibly apolitical, not crossing the 
wall separating church and state.

During the Watergate crisis, Aitken assured Nixon 
and other Republican leaders of ongoing support from 
the Adventist Church. In a letter to George Bush, then 
chairman of the Republican National Committee, 
Aitken declared that in all the political crisis we have 
been going through recently, we as a church want to 
be loyal to our President and to the Republican Party 
who put him there.... We have not lost faith in you, 
your party, and above all, the President of the United 
States. We stand firm in our support of him. Acknowl­
edging that some Adventists vote Democratic, he 
maintained that the majority “have through the years 
been on the conservative side and appreciate the great 
principles of the Republican Party.”60 Though no



public church pronouncement would be so openly 
partisan and Aitken’s sweeping statements no doubt 
exceeded any authority with which to back them, he 
did speak as the Church’s official representative to 
Congress, and effectively conveyed a political orienta­
tion that was rarely stated so explicitly in public.

The quietism and cautious conservatism that 
Adventists continued to exhibit in this period derived 
in part from their belief in the separation of church 
and state, which biased them against church-based 
advocacy for governmental solutions to social prob­
lems. However, just as the expanding welfare state 
battered strict separationism in regard to government 
aid, the issues of war, race, and poverty that stirred 
the nation in the 1960s prompted challenges to the 
blend of patriotic conservatism, individualistic piety,

divided the nation—war, race, and poverty—brought 
new tension and new dynamism into Adventism.
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