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By Ronald L. Numbers. New York: Harper and Row, 1976.

B y  Herbert E . Douglass

A quarter of a century ago (could it be!) Ronald Numbers’s
Prophetess o f Health, A  Study o f E llen G IVhite was published. W hat 
has been its significance, its impact, during these twenty-five years?

I, for one, have been grateful (as Ron knows) for the point of view he set forth on 
Ellen White s contribution to health education. As many will recall, there were various reac­
tions to the book. However, it is not my purpose to note the psychodrama beneath each of the diverse 
responses. And to deny such psychodramas, whether they be pleasure or unhappiness, would be unwise.

Those of us who had been involved in producing the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary in the 1950s were 
much aware of the several points that many became aware of for the first time in 1976. In my own experience, 
such topics as Ellen White’s ability occasionally to see enrichment in the writings of others, her maturing 
through the years in understanding biblical insights, her “step-by-step” practice in applying health principles to 
her own busy personal life, and other areas that Numbers highlights were already part of my understanding of 
how God used Ellen White as his messenger. However, in 1976, Prophetess did increase my understanding of the 
contemporary materials available to Ellen White.

Knowing Ron, he would have refined certain areas in Prophetess after further review of the data available. 
Some of those areas would include the real reasons for James White turning over the editorship of the Review  
and Herald in 1855 and his defense (and that of others) against the charges he was improperly profiteering 
during the Civil War, Ellen White’s daily diet in her later years and her relationship to the “Shut Door” question, 
the issues involved in the supposed offer of the cornflake industry to Adventists, and so forth. Perhaps, if he 
were given more pages, he would have surveyed the salient contribution Ellen White made to the establishment 
of health care institutions on several continents that followed her distinctively integrated health principles. But 
all that is relatively insignificant.

The long-range contribution of Prophetess, it seems to me, is that Numbers prompted a reexamination of 
certain basic concepts regarding the way God speaks to his messengers, in biblical times and in our own. For 
that reason alone, among others, we owe him gratitude. These basic concepts can be summed up in five areas. In 
all these areas we see Ellen White’s remarkable common sense.
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God uses his messengers as his 
spokespersons who convey his 
messages within the limita- Ellen G. White, I 87 8.
tions o f their human skills but
not as mechanical fa x  machines or as conduitsfor ideas 
as waterfows through pipes. T h is  p r in c ip le  re c o g n iz e s  
th e  l i te ra ry ,  so c ia l, m e n ta l  sk ills , a n d  so  fo r th , o f  each  

m e s s e n g e r ,  a l lo w in g  ea ch  m e s s e n g e r  to  co n v e y  th e  
d iv in e ly  re v e a le d  m e s s a g e s  w ith  th e  b e s t  m e n ta l  an d  

e m o tio n a l  e q u ip m e n t  e a ch  h a s  a t  th e  m o m e n t.
O n e  o f  th e  c h ie f  p ro b le m s  fo r  m o s t  p e o p le  in 

u n d e r s ta n d in g  b ib lic a l w r i te r s  o r  E lle n  W h i te  is an  
in a d e q u a te  g r a s p  o f  h o w  G o d  rev ea ls  in fo rm a tio n  to  h is 
m e sse n g e rs . W h e n  p eo p le  believe  th a t  G o d ’s m e sse n g e rs  

w ro te  th e i r  m e s s a g e s  in e r ra n t ly ,  th a t  each  w o rd  is 
e x a c t ly  h o w  G o d  w o u ld  h av e  i t  sa id , th e y  a re  s e t t in g  
th e m s e lv e s  u p  fo r  e m o tio n a l  t r a u m a  w h e n  th e y  f in d  
d is c re p a n c ie s  in  p ro p h e tic  w r i t in g s .  E lle n  W h i te  n e v e r  

e x p e c te d  h e r  r e a d e r s  to  t r e a t  h e r  as  an  a u th o r i ty  o n  
d a te s  o r  even  h is to r ic a l de ta ils . T h e  c h ie f  p u rp o se  o f  h e r  
w ri tin g s , w h ich  u sed  th e  b e s t  so u rce s  ava ilab le  in h e r  
day, w as  to  illu m in a te  th e  p u rp o s e  o f  th e  g o sp e l— th e  
re s to r a t io n  o f  G o d ’s im a g e  in  th e  lives o f  th e  red eem ed . 
T o  focus o n  a d isc re p a n c y  in th e  B ible o r  in th e  w r i t in g s  
o f  E lle n  W h i te  is to  m is s  th e  w h o le  p o in t  o f  w h y  an d  
h o w  G o d  sp eak s  th r o u g h  h u m a n  in s t ru m e n ts — w h ich  is 

a lw ays to  c la rify  th e  p u rp o s e  o f  th e  gospe l.
S h e  sa id  i t  c le a rly :

W r i t t e n  in  d if fe re n t ag es, b y  m e n  w h o  d iffe red  
w id e ly  in  r a n k  a n d  o c c u p a tio n , a n d  in  m e n ta l  an d  
s p ir i tu a l  e n d o w m e n ts ,  th e  b o o k s  o f  th e  B ib le  
p r e s e n t  a w id e  c o n t r a s t  in  s ty le , as w e ll as a 
d iv e r s i ty  in  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  su b je c ts  u n fo ld ed . 
D if fe re n t  fo rm s  o f  e x p re s s io n  a re  em p lo y e d  by  
d if fe re n t w r i te r s ;  o f te n  th e  sa m e  t r u th  is m o re  
s t r ik in g ly  p r e s e n te d  b y  o n e  th a n  b y  a n o th e r .  A n d  
as  s e v e ra l  w r i te r s  p r e s e n t  a su b je c t  u n d e r  v a r ie d  
a s p e c ts  a n d  re la tio n s , th e r e  m ay  ap p e a r , to  th e  
su p e rf ic ia l, c a re le s s , o r  p re ju d ic e d  re a d e r , to  be 
d is c re p a n c y  o r  c o n t ra d ic t io n ,  w h e re  th e  t h o u g h t ­
fu l, r e v e re n t  s tu d e n t ,  w ith  c le a re r  in s ig h t ,  
d is c e rn s  th e  u n d e r ly in g  h a rm o n y .1

Ellen G. White, 1899.

God uses the “step-by-step ’’principle in instructing his 
messengers and he expects his messengers to use common 
sense as theypass on these ongoing insights, step-by-step, 
when they speak or write. T h is  p r in c ip le  r e c o g n iz e s  
th a t  p e o p le  n e e d  t im e  to  d ig e s t  “n ew  l ig h t”; fu r th e r ,  
th e  la g - t im e  b e tw e e n  a c c e p tin g  p r in c ip le s  a n d  th e n  
p r a c t ic in g  th e m  c o m p le te ly  is s o m e th in g  th a t  all 
h o n e s t  p e o p le  u n d e r s ta n d  v e ry  w ell. Je su s  u se d  th is  

p r in c ip le  in  te a c h in g  h is  d isc ip le s : “I s t i l l  h av e  m a n y  
th in g s  to  say  to  y o u , b u t  y o u  c a n n o t  b e a r  th e m  n o w ” 

(Jo h n  16:12 NKJV).
I n  1870, Ja m e s  W h i te  lo o k e d  b ac k  o n  h e a l th  re fo rm  

as a “s te p -b y - s te p ” p ro c e s s : “T h e  L o rd  a lso  k n e w  h o w  
to  in tr o d u c e  to  h is  w a i t in g  p e o p le  th e  g r e a t  s u b je c t  o f  
h e a l th  r e fo rm , s te p  b y  s te p , so  th e y  c o u ld  b e a r  it, a n d  
m ak e  a g o o d  use o f  it, w ith o u t s o u r in g  th e  pub lic  m in d .”2 

W e  ca n  see  th is  p r in c ip le  w o rk in g  in  E lle n  W h i t e ’s 
five h e a l th  v is io n s  (1848, 1854, 1863, 1865, 1871), a n d  
e sp e c ia lly  in th e  M inistry o f Healing(1905).3 A n d  w e 
see  th is  p r in c ip le  ap p lie d  w h e n  h e lp in g  d iv e rs e  a u d i­
en c e s  to  a c c e p t “n e w  l ig h t” o n  h e a l th  p ra c tic e s . In  

1872, E lle n  W h i te  sp o k e  c lea rly :

S o m e  o f  us h av e  b ee n  y e a rs  in  a r r iv in g  a t  o u r  
p r e s e n t  p o s i t io n  in  h e a l th  re fo rm . I t  is s lo w  
w o rk  to  o b ta in  a r e fo rm  in  d ie t. . . .  I f  w e  sh o u ld  

a llo w  o u r  p e o p le  as  m u c h  t im e  as w e  h av e  
re q u ir e d  to  co m e  up  to  th e  p r e s e n t  a d v a n c e d  
s ta te  in  re fo rm , w e  w o u ld  be  v e ry  p a t ie n t  w ith  
th e m  a n d  a llo w  th e m  to  a d v a n c e  s te p  by  s te p , as 
w e h av e  d o n e , u n ti l  th e i r  fe e t a re  f irm ly  e s ta b ­
lis h e d  u p o n  th e  h e a l th  r e fo rm  p la tfo rm . B u t w e 
sh o u ld  b e  v e ry  c a u tio u s  n o t  to  a d v a n c e  to o  fa s t, 

le s t  w e  be  o b lig e d  to  r e t r a c e  o u r  s te p s .”4

S im p le  c o m m o n  sen se !5
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Godpermits his messengers, whether biblical writers or 
others, to use common sense in finding the best way to get his 
messages across to others in their day. G o d ’s m e s s e n g e r s  
a re  u s u a lly  v e ry  b r ig h t  a n d  o f te n  w e ll re a d . T h e y  

k n o w  h o w  to  p u t  th e i r  w id e  r e a d in g  th r o u g h  “th e  
g o sp e l siev e ,” s e le c t in g  m a te r ia ls  th a t  a u g m e n t  th e i r  

m e ssa g e , le a v in g  b e h in d  th a t  w h ic h  is n o t  h e lp fu l o r  
c o n t r a r y  to  th e i r  d iv in e ly  in s p ire d  m e ssag e s .

F o r  e x a m p le , P a u l b o r ro w e d  f ro m  th e  a p o c ry p h a  in  
d e v e lo p in g  a s u b s ta n t ia l  p a r t  o f  R o m a n s  1 a n d  p a r t s  
o f  th e  J e w ish  T a r g u m s  in  d e v e lo p in g  1 C o r in th ia n s  
10:1-4 a n d  2 T im o th y  3:8. N o  d o u b t  m a n y  in  C h r is t ’s 
d ay  re c o g n iz e d  h is  r e fe re n c e s  to  e x tra b ib l ic a l  so u rc e s  
th a t  h e  u se d  to  d e v e lo p  h is  m e s s a g e s — m e s s a g e s  th a t  
w e re  t r u ly  o r ig in a l .  B u t h is  u se  (as w e ll as P a u l’s) o f  
c o m m o n  s o u rc e s  h a d  n o th in g  to  do  w ith  th e  a u th o r i ty  
o r  o r ig in a l i ty  o f  h is  m e ssag e s .

In  o th e r  w o rd s , G o d  d o es  n o t  e x p e c t  h is  m e s s e n ­
g e r s  to  “r e in v e n t  th e  w h e e l” w h e n  th e y  a re  f r a m in g  
th e i r  m e s s a g e s  in  th e  m o s t  fo rce fu l, p le a s in g  m a n n e r  
p o ss ib le . P ro p h e ts  ta k e  th e  in s p ire d  m e s s a g e  a n d  do  
th e i r  b e s t  to  co n v e y  th a t  m e s s a g e  in  la n g u a g e  an d  
th o u g h t  fo rm s  th a t  w ill d o  ju s t ic e  to  th e  m e ssa g e .

E lle n  W h i te  e x p la in e d  h o w  sh e  g le a n e d  f re sh  w ay s  
to  c o n v e y  h e r  m e ssa g e s :

In  so m e  ca se s  w h e re  a h is to r ia n  h a s  so  g r o u p e d  
to g e th e r  ev en ts  as to  afford, in  brief, a c o m p re h e n ­
sive v iew  o f  th e  sub jec t, o r  h as  su m m arize d  d e ta ils  
in  a c o n v e n ie n t  m a n n e r , h is  w o rd s  h av e  b e e n  
q u o ted ; b u t in  so m e in s tan c es  n o  specific c re d it has 
b een  g iven , s ince  th e  q u o ta tio n s  a re  n o t  g iv en  for 
th e  p u rp o s e  o f  c i t in g  th a t  w r i te r  as a u th o rity , b u t 
b ecau se  h is  s ta te m e n t affords a  re a d y  an d  fo rc ib le  
p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  su b je c t . In  n a r r a t i n g  th e  
e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  v ie w s  o f  th o s e  c a r r y in g  fo rw a rd  
th e  w o rk  o f  r e fo rm  in  o u r  o w n  tim e , s im ila r  u se  
h a s  b e e n  m a d e  o f  th e i r  p u b lis h e d  w o rk s .6

O n e  o f  th e  i n te r e s t i n g  o b s e rv a t io n s  r e g a r d in g  
E lle n  W h i t e ’s u se  o f  c o n te m p o r a r y  m a te r ia ls  is th a t  

sh e  w as  ab le  to  se le c t  o u t  th o s e  c o m m e n ts  th a t  f le sh e d  
o u t  h e r  m e s s a g e  a n d  le av e  u n to u c h e d  th a t  w h ic h  m ay  
h av e  b ee n  m o s t  p o p u la r  a t  th a t  m o m e n t b u t  c o n t r a r y
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Ellen G. White and her twin 
sister, Elizabeth, 1878.

to  th e  l ig h t  sh e  h ad .

In  1890, in  h is  p re fa c e  to  th e  b o o k  Christian 
Temperance and Bible Hygiene, Jo h n  H a rv e y  K e llo g g  
p ro b a b ly  sa id  i t  b es t:

N e a r ly  t h i r t y  y e a rs  a g o  th e re  a p p e a re d  in  p r in t  
th e  f i r s t  o f  a s e r ie s  o f  r e m a rk a b le  a n d  im p o r ta n t  
a r t ic le s  o n  th e  s u b je c t  o f  h e a l th ,  b y  M rs . E . G. 
W h i te .  . . . T h o u s a n d s  w e re  le d  to  c h a n g e  life­
lo n g  h ab its , a n d  to  re n o u n c e  p ra c tic e s  th o r o u g h ly  
fix ed  by  h e r e d i ty  as  w e ll as b y  lo n g  in d u lg e n c e . 
So g r e a t  a r e v o lu t io n  c o u ld  n o t  b e  w r o u g h t  in  a 
b o d y  o f  peo p le , w ith o u t  th e  aid  o f  so m e  p o w erfu l 
in c e n tiv e , w h ic h  in  th is  c a se  w as  u n d o u b te d ly  th e  
b e l ie f  th a t  th e  w r i t in g s  r e f e r re d  to  n o t  o n ly  b o re  
th e  s ta m p  o f  t r u th ,  b u t  w e re  e n d o r s e d  as su c h  b y  
a h ig h e r  th a n  h u m a n  a u th o r i ty .  . . .

A t  th e  tim e  w h e n  th e  w ri t in g s  re fe rre d  to  f ir s t  
ap p e a red , th e  su b je c t o f  h e a lth  w as  a lm o s t w h o lly  
ig n o red , n o t  o n ly  by  th e  peo p le  to  w h o m  th e y  w e re  
a d d re s s e d , b u t  b y  th e  w o r ld  a t  la rg e . T h e  few  
a d v o c a t in g  th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f  a r e fo rm  in  p h y s ic a l 
hab its , p ro p a g a te d  in  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  advocacy  
o f  g e n u in e  re fo rm a to ry  p rin c ip les  th e  m o s t p a te n t 
a n d  in  so m e  in s ta n c e s  d is g u s t in g  e r ro r s .

N o w h e re , a n d  b y  n o  o n e , w as  th e re  p r e ­
s e n te d  a s y s te m a tic  a n d  h a rm o n io u s  b o d y  o f  
h y g ie n ic  t r u th s ,  f re e  f ro m  p a t e n t  e r r o r s ,  an d  
c o n s is te n t  w ith  th e  B ib le  a n d  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f  
th e  C h r is t ia n  re lig io n . . . .

M a n y  o f  th e  p r in c ip le s  t a u g h t  h av e  co m e  to  
be  so  g e n e ra l ly  a d o p te d  a n d  p ra c t ic e d  th a t  th e y  
a re  n o  lo n g e r  r e c o g n iz e d  as re fo rm s , a n d  m ay, in
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fac t, b e  r e g a rd e d  as p r e v a le n t  
c u s to m s  a m o n g  th e  m o re  

in te l l ig e n t  c la sse s . T h e  p r in ­
c ip le s  w h ic h  a q u a r te r  o f  a c e n tu r y  
ag o  w e re  e i th e r  e n t i r e ly  ig n o re d  o r  m a d e  th e  
b u t t  o f  r id ic u le , h av e  q u ie t ly  w o n  th e i r  w ay  in to  
p u b lic  c o n f id e n c e  a n d  e s te e m , u n t i l  th e  w o r ld  h a s  
q u i te  f o rg o t t e n  th a t  th e y  h av e  n o t  a lw ay s  b een  

th u s  ac c e p te d . . . .
I t  c e r ta in ly  m u s t  b e  r e g a rd e d  as  a th in g  

r e m a rk a b le , a n d  e v in c in g  u n m is ta k a b le  e v id e n c e  
o f  d iv in e  in s ig h t  a n d  d ire c tio n , th a t  in  th e  m id s t  
o f  c o n fu se d  a n d  c o n f l ic t in g  te a c h in g s  c la im in g  

th e  a u th o r i ty  o f  sc ien c e  an d  e x p e r ie n c e , b u t 
w a rp e d  b y  u l t r a  n o t io n s  a n d  r e n d e re d  im p o te n t  

fo r  g o o d  b y  th e  g r e a t  a d m ix tu r e  o f  e r r o r — it 
m u s t  be  a d m it te d  to  be  s o m e th in g  e x t ra o rd in a ry ,  

th a t  a p e r s o n  m a k in g  n o  c la im s  to  sc ien tif ic  
k n o w le d g e  o r  e ru d i t io n  s h o u ld  h av e  b een  ab le  to  

o rg a n iz e , f ro m  th e  c o n fu se d  an d  e r r o r - ta in te d  
m a ss  o f  id e as  a d v a n c e d  by  a few  w r i te r s  a n d  
th in k e r s  o n  h e a l th  su b je c ts , a b o d y  o f  h y g ie n ic  
p r in c ip le s  so  h a rm o n io u s , so  c o n s is te n t ,  a n d  so  
g e n u in e  th a t  th e  d isc u ss io n s , th e  r e se a rc h e s ,  th e  
d isc o v e rie s , a n d  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  a q u a r te r  o f  a 
c e n tu r y  h av e  n o t  r e s u l te d  in  th e  o v e r th ro w  o f  a 
s in g le  p r in c ip le , b u t  h av e  o n ly  s e rv e d  to  e s ta b l ish  

th e  d o c t r in e s  ta u g h t .
T h e  g u id a n c e  o f  in f in ite  w isd o m  is as m u c h  

n e e d e d  in  th e  d is c e r n in g  b e tw e e n  t r u th  an d  
e r r o r  as  in  th e  e v o lu tio n  o f  n e w  t r u th s .  N o v e lty  
is b y  n o  m e a n s  a d is t in g u is h in g  c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f  
t r u e  p r in c ip le s , a n d  th e  p r in c ip le  h o ld s  g o o d  as 
r e g a rd s  th e  t r u th s  o f  h y g ie n ic  re fo rm , as w ell as 
th o s e  o f  o th e r  r e f o rm a to r y  m o v e m e n ts .7

In  o th e r  w o rd s , E l le n  W h i te  h a d  m o re  to  o ffe r th a n  
a s c ra p b o o k  o f  c o n te m p o r a r y  h e a l th  co n c ep ts .

God expects his messengers to utilize common sense in 
communicating God-given principles to their hearers. T h e  
d if fe re n c e  b e tw e e n  p r in c ip le s  a n d  th e i r  a p p lic a tio n s  
sh o u ld  be  o b v io u s  w h e n  th e  m e s s e n g e r  is r e a d  o r  
h e a rd  in  d if fe re n t c o u n t r ie s  o f  th e  w o rld . O r  w h e n  w e

Tourists listen to stories told by volunteer guides at 
the Historic Adventist Village in Battle Creek, Michigan.

try, in the twenty-first century, to superimpose the 
same applications of principle that were perfectly 
understandable in the nineteenth century.

P rin c ip le s  a re  u n iv e rsa l ,  in  th e  s e n se  th a t  th e y  
a p p ly  to  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  e v e ry w h e re , a lw ay s  re le v a n t ,  
a lw ay s  ap p licab le . B u t p o lic ie s  a re  th e  tim e ly  a p p lic a ­
t io n s  o f  u n iv e rs a l  p r in c ip le s . E lle n  W h i te  w as  w e ll 
a w a re  o f  th is  d iffe ren ce : “T h a t  w h ic h  can  be  sa id  o f  

m e n  u n d e r  c e r ta in  c irc u m s ta n c e s ,  c a n n o t  be  sa id  o f  
th e m  u n d e r  o th e r  c i rc u m s ta n c e s .”8

For instance, regarding health reform, we all note 
that she was a dying consumptive at seventeen, yet 
went on to outlive most of her contemporaries after a 
remarkably rigorous life. One of her open secrets was 
to distinguish between principle and policy.9 Her chief 
principles included (l) to do the best one can under 
circumstances that may be beyond one’s control; (2) to 
avoid everything hurtful such as alcohol, tobacco, and 
drugs; (3) to use judiciously that which is healthful; 
and (4) to follow health principles so that the mind is 
ready to grasp quickly the will of God and thus to 
make right moral decisions. In other words, health 
reform was not another means to earn God’s favor.

That is why Ellen White could counsel church 
members “to avoid meat eating, not because it is 
regarded as a sin to eat meat, [that is, from a policy 
viewpoint] but because it is not healthful [from a 
principle viewpoint].”10 And that is why Willie White 
(1933) could say that the White family had been 
vegetarians but not always “teetotalers.” Traveling 
under conditions few today have experienced, the 
Whites found themselves in circumstances where the 
best food available for physical strength was some 
flesh food—and Ellen White, occasionally, made a 
policy decision governed by a basic principle.

Historic Adventist Village: visitors gather 
outside 1857 meeting house, left.



The long-range contribution of Prophetess is that Numbers prompted a reexamination of certain 

basic concepts regarding the way God speaks to his messengers in biblical times and in our own.

God works through his messengers when he has urgent 
messages that are either beingforgotten, or overlooked, or 
has “present truth ” that would then be timely. Ellen 
White’s main contribution, permeating all her writ­
ings, is her grasp of the Great Controversy theme. 
This theme brings coherence and integration to all 
doctrinal development in the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church. Without this core understanding of the 
biblical story, the distinctives of Adventist theology 
would dissolve as quickly as Jello in the July sun.

The Great Controversy theme is the conceptual 
key that illuminates the Bible, from Genesis to Revela­
tion. It provides the basis for the Adventist distinctives 
in education, health, and eschatology. Focusing on 
“restoration” as the goal of the gospel, it helps us to 
transcend limited gospels that emphasize God’s 
pardon but not his power to “deliver us from evil.”

To understand Ellen White’s ministry, to capture 
her contribution as a “prophetess of health,” one must 
see the big picture of the purpose of health reform 
and why it was given to prepare a people to meet the 
Lord. The interaction of the mind, body, and spirit has 
everything to do with moral and spiritual decision 
making. Not to see the big picture and to focus on 
unrelated incidents is to miss the full dimensions of 
Ellen White, whether as a health educator, or as a 
educational theorist, or as a full-bore theological 
teacher. Our focus should be on the message, not the 
messenger; on the content and not the container.

One last word. Ronald Numbers does not sail 
under false colors. As every good historian (or 

theologian) should, he makes clear what his presupposi­
tions are; that is, his organizing principle determines how 
he collects evidence and interprets data: “I have tried to 
be as objective as possible. Thus I have refrained from 
using divine inspiration as an historical explanation.”11 

This approach can be valuable to those who work 
with different presuppositions—because different presup­
positions do provide different perspectives. Different 
perspectives may point out data that may have been 
overlooked by others. But can anyone be truly objective? 
Could a naturalistic presupposition truly collect all the 
data, explain all the dynamics at work, and account for

what appear to be remarkable consequences of decisions 
made against all conventional wisdom?

At the moment I am reading James M. McPherson’s 
To the Best o f My Ability: The American Presidents. 
Recipient of several literary prizes, including the 
Pulitzer (1989), and professor of American history at 
Princeton University, McPherson in his introduction 
surveys the seesaw swings in historiography, noting 
the various presuppositions of the “presidential 
synthesis” movement, the “new history” writers such 
as Robinson and Beard, the “progressive history” 
emphasis, the “class struggle” writers of the 1930s 
and 1940s, the Jeffersonians and the Hamiltonians, and 
lately the social historians. Now McPherson sees a 
return to presidential synthesis.

For example, depending on one’s presuppositions, 
historians trying to be objective can come up with 
studies of Abraham Lincoln that would make the 
reader wonder if those historians are writing about 
the same man! McPherson is not saying that the 
historians he cites are dishonest with the facts. But 
depending on one’s frame of reference, his or her 
presuppositions, certain facts are highlighted and 
certain facts are omitted. Knowing that almost any 
historical event or person is not fully reflected in the 
best of source materials, the historian’s (or 
theologian’s) presupposition will determine how 
historical data is evaluated.

So, again, I am grateful for Ronald Numbers’s 
perspective, as well as his valuable contribution as a 
member of our committee at the Historic Adventist 
Village (Battle Creek, Michigan) that is focused on 
replicating the Western Health Reform Institute, the 
precursor of the famous Battle Creek Sanitarium.
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