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D uring the past two centuries the United States 
has hosted numerous alternatives to W estern 
mainstream medicine. Christian Science has, since 

its 1866  founding, offered a daring experiment in religious 
healing, aptly illustrating both the potential and the perils 
of therapeutic alternatives that isolate themselves from the mainstream. W hile 
Christian Science has voluntarily put itself on trial within a frequently 
ambivalent and often hostile American culture, on many occasions the wider 
society has coercively put Christian Science on trial in its courtrooms.
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Forty-seven court cases between 1887 and 1990 
form a context for this illuminating book by Rennie B. 
Schoepflin, a professor of history at La Sierra 
University who nurtures a special interest in the histo­
ry of science and medicine. His volume not only meets 
the criteria expected of Johns Hopkins University 
Press, it also climaxes a sequence of articles and book 
chapters that the author has published on this theme 
over the past two decades.

In 1976, Ronald Numbers authored a seminal study 
of Ellen White as a prophetess of health, endeavoring 
simply to understand her rather than to praise her or 
to blame her, as so many others had done up to that 
time. Now, in similar spirit, Schoepflin seeks to under­
stand Mary Baker Eddy and her movement, avoiding 
the temptation to offer either praise or damnation.

Thus, Schoepflin’s work stands apart from the 
numerous triumphalistic hagiographies written by and 
for true believers, while it is decidedly different from the

many censorious attacks made upon Christian Science by 
religious crusaders and medical critics. The book’s irenic 
tone speaks well of the fairness of its author; its penetrat­
ing level of inquiry assures the reader of his competence 
and thoroughness.

The book is divided into two main sections: the 
world of Christian Science; then Christian Science 
healers and their world. Part 1 examines Mary 
Baker Eddy (1821-1910) as long-time patient, then 
as healer and teacher of healing. Next it explores the 
processes whereby practitioners and teachers were 
equipped, plied their art, and were categorized as 
true or false.

Part 2 listens to physicians as they debate Christian 
Science and analyzes whether the core issue is one of 
therapeutic choice or religious liberty. Finally, it moves 
to the disputed arena of responsibility for public health, 
especially as this relates to the protection of children. 
Although for Christian Scientists the twentieth century



began with considerable promise, before its close they 
faced significant peril as court cases of the 1980s 
plowed again the contested ground of seven decades 
earlier. In a fifteen-year period there was a 52 percent 
decline in the number of practitioners.

Christian Science on Trial is of particular significance 
for anyone interested in what H. Richard Neibuhr 
describes as “the double wrestle of the church with its 
Lord and with the cultural society with which it lives in 
symbiosis.”

A disputed biography circulated privately since 
1947, officially released by a financially pressed board 
of directors in 1991, declared Eddy the equal of Jesus. 
But other religionists have seriously challenged the 
claim of the movement to be Christian; meanwhile its 
culture has asked imperiously if it is science.

The related questions are many. Christian Science 
practitioners claim to offer the answer to sin, sick­
ness, and death. Their roots go back in a specific way 
to Eddy’s 1866 experience of physical recovery and 
her 1868 claim to “unparalleled success in the most 
difficult cases.” Was Eddy’s ship caught without an 
effective rudder by the powerful currents of nine­
teenth-century RestorationismP What did she offer as 
unique and what did she borrow in forming her sys­
tem? What is the exegetical sustainability of her bib­
lical hermeneutics? What message does the constant 
accommodation of her movement to its culture send 
to sectarianism as a mode of belief and a way of life?

How does the experience of Christian Science speak 
to the issues of gender equality and female financial and 
social viability within a complex society? What is the 
actual relationship between the human mind and physi­
cal wellness? How can a religious movement honor its 
founder yet ensure relevance by keeping abreast with 
the development of human knowledge?

Schoepflin identifies not only the “maelstrom of 
debate over the authority of Eddy,” but also the “smaller 
whirlpools of contention around matters of belief, prac­
tice, and organizational structure” (93). Does ontology 
indicate dualism or idealism? Is Christian Science mental 
healing or metaphysical healing? What standards should 
healers adopt for their personal and professional lives? 
How should Christian Scientists relate to their Christian 
churches: should they remain as reformers or withdraw 
to form distinct organizations? If the latter, how should 
they organize and formulate their mission?

As an historian, Schoepflin has demonstrated a 
Sherlock Holmes capacity to discover and organize evi-

A n o u tsp o k en  fo rm er A dven tis t m in is te r is c la im in g  
th a t the  1844  investigative ju d g m e n t d o c tr in e  is a sham  
an d  Ellen W h ite  is a “false p ro p h e t.” H o w  can we respond?

In  Graffiti in the Holy o f  Holies a u th o r  a n d  ch u rch  
apo log ist C liffo rd  G o ld ste in  refutes th e  critics and  gives 
a co m p ellin g  and  clear defense o f  th e  B ible-based, and  
gosp el-u p liftin g  tru th  a b o u t th e  sanctuary.

V andals are a tte m p tin g  to spo il y o u r faith . T h e  tim e 
to  know  the  d ifference betw een  th e  W ord  o f  G o d  a n d  the  
graffiti o f  m an  is now. T h is  b o o k  w ill m ake th a t d ifference 
crystal clear.
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dence. B ut he is also acutely aw are o f  sociological issues, 
includ ing  the  routin ization  o f charism a and the  tenuous 
process o f sect legitim ation in w hich in te rio r im pulses con­
fro n t the  exterior, fragm en ting  forces o f delegitim ation.

N o r th  A m erica  has p ro v en  to  be fe r tile  soil fo r new  
re lig io u s  m o v em en ts , as d e m o n s tra te d  by th e  e fferves­
c e n t e x p e rie n c es  o f  Jo seph  S m ith , E lle n  W h ite , M a ry  
B aker Eddy, C h a rle s  T a z e  R ussell, and  o th e rs . H is to r ­
ians w h o  re se a rc h  th e se  fo u n d e rs  o r  th e ir  su b se q u e n t 
fa ith  c o m m u n itie s  he lp  to  re c re a te  a c o n te x t  fo r u n d e r­
s ta n d in g  th e  o r ig in s  an d  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  o th e rs . 
S choepflin  has p e rfo rm e d  a co m m en d ab le  se rv ice  for 
h is to r ia n s  o f  C h r is tia n ity  as w ell as fo r th o se  w hose

p e n c h a n t is A m erican  re lig io n  and  c u ltu re .
S choep flin ’s b ook  is one  o f  a se ries  focused  on 

“M edicine , Science, and  R elig ion  in H is to r ic a l 
C o n te x t .” F o r th is  re sea rch er, th e  p e rc e p tiv e  in c lu s iv e ­
ness  o f  th e  b ib lio g ra p h ic a l essay  a lone  is w o r th  th e  
p rice  o f  th e  book. B onus fe a tu re s  are, how ever, m any. 
O n e  o f  th e m  is a c o h e re n t e x am p le  o f  how  to  p re s e n t  
w in so m ely  th e  in te n se  con flic ts  an d  th e  m u ltiface ted  
v a rie ty  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  h is to ry  o f  h e a le rs  and  
h e a lin g  in A m erican  re lig io n .

A rthur N. Patrick is a research fellow at Avondale College, Kooranbong, 

New South Wales, Australia.

Finding Fellowship
I found  th e  a rtic le  “W h o se  C hurch  
Is It, A n y w ay ” (fall 2003), by L o ren  
Seibold, so m ew h at d is tu rb in g . I 
ag re e  w ith  h is o b se rv a tio n s  and  con ­
clusions, b u t I am  b o th e re d  th a t a 
ch u rch  c o m m itted  to  k eep ing  “T h e  
T r u th ” is n o t m o re  in te re s te d  in 
te s t in g  and  d iscu ss in g  o u rs  (and 
o th e rs )  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  reality.

O ne w ould  th in k  th a t a church  
th a t  p u ts  such value on education  
w ould  t r y  to  p rov ide  a fram ew ork  
fo r in te rac tio n  am o n g  th o se  it has 
n u r tu re d  and  educated . W h e n  w e are 
y o u n g  w e need  th e  “m ilk  o f  the  
W o rd ,” b u t as w e m a tu re  w e need 
m o re  th a n  spoon-feeding. I f  o u r 
lead ers  and  a d m in is tra to rs  still en joy  
P ablum , how  can  w e g e t real food?

I rea lly  en joy  Spectrum  and  the  
h e a lth y  in te rc h a n g e  it b rings. I 
believe th a t  a lth o u g h  w e te n d  as a 
g ro u p  to  focus on d e ta ils  ind iv idual 
m em b ers  can be re fre sh in g ly  accep t­

ing. F o r exam ple , as a m em b er o f  a 
sm all ru ra l  ch u rch  I am  n o t only  
to le ra ted , b u t also  accep ted  as p a r t  
o f  th e  com m unity . I app rec ia te  th a t, 
b u t I w o rry  ab o u t m y ch ild ren .

M y  wife and  I g re w  up w ith in  
th e  tra d itio n a l fram ew ork , b u t we 
have en co u rag ed  o u r ch ild ren  to  te s t 
and  question . N ow  th ey  are  y o u n g  
ad u lts  and  th e y  are  fin d in g  it m o re  
difficult to  be p a tie n t w ith  read y ­
m ade answ ers.

I f  th e  C h u rch  be lo n g s p rim arily  
to  trad itio n a lis ts , th en  w h ere  can th e  
re s t o f  us find fellow ship?

Bruce Rafuse
P ort Hardy,
British Columbia, Canada

Natural Science vs. 
Religious Faith

A riel R oth  d is to rts  tru th  som ew hat 
w hen he asserts  the  following: 
“Science canno t find G od  as lo n g  as it

insists on excluding him” (“Letters,” 
Spectrum  31.1 [^winter 2003)]: 75).

R o th  k n o w s v e ry  w ell th a t  n a t­
u ra l sc ience has n o th in g  to  do  w ith  
q u e s tio n s  o f  re lig io u s  fa ith . T h a t  is 
n o t a q u e s tio n  n a tu ra l  sc ience 
sh o u ld  c o n s id e r  a t all. T h e  fac t th a t  
som e sc ie n tis ts  have g iven  p ro ­
n o u n c e m e n ts  on  fa ith  o r  a th e ism  is 
so m e th in g  e m a n a tin g  fro m  th e ir  
p riv a te  co n v ic tio n s, an d  such  s ta te ­
m e n ts  a re  n o t  scien tific . T h e y  k n o w  
it, and  A rie l R o th  k n o w s it.

T h is  w h o le  bu sin ess  is a rh e to r ­
ical b a ttle  b e tw een  d iffe ren t p h ilo so ­
ph ies a m o n g  academ ics, b u t th e  
nonacadem ic  public  does n o t  see th e  
d ifference and  is easily  seduced  to  
believe th a t  n a tu ra l science and  re li­
g ious fa ith  can be m ixed.

Kristen Falch Jakobsen 
Ringstad,
N orw ay


