
Authority and Identity
New edition o f Seeking a Sanctuary shows latest trends in 
Adventist Study I b y  m a l c o l m  b u l l  a n d  k e i t h  l o c k h a r t

Born in 1827, the daughter of a hatter 
from Gorham, Maine, Ellen Gould 
Harmon had an uneventful child
hood. At the age of nine, however, 

she was accidentally hit on the head by a 
stone, and her injuries prevented further for
mal education. She first heard about the immi
nent end of the world at twelve, when her 
parents took her to a meeting that William 
Miller was holding in her neighborhood. She 
waited until she was fifteen before fully com 
mitting herself to his movement, but when she 
did, she was expelled from the Methodist 
Church, into which she had been born, along 
with other members of her family.1

H e r  f ir s t  v is io n  o c c u r r e d  w h e n  s h e  w as 

s till  o n ly  s e v e n te e n ,  tw o  m o n th s  a f te r  th e  

d e b a c le  o f  O c t o b e r  2 2 ,  1844. T h i s  w a s  a c o m 

fo r t in g  r e v e la t io n  in  w h ic h  s h e  sa w  th a t  th e  

s a in ts  w o u ld  a s c e n d  fro m  th e  e a r th  to  th e  

H o ly  C i t y  a f te r  a ll. S h e  c o n t in u e d  to  h a v e  

s u c h  v is io n s  u n til  1878, a l th o u g h  th e  f r e q u e n 

c y  d e c l in e d  m a r k e d ly  in  t h e  1860s, a n d  s h e  

p r o b a b ly  d id  n o t  h a v e  m o r e  th a n  a b o u t  tw o  

h u n d r e d  a l to g e th e r .  In  1846 s h e  m a r r ie d  Ja m e s  

W h i t e ,  fo r m e r ly  a m in is te r  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  

C o n n e c t i o n  a n d  a fe llo w  d is a p p o in te d  M i l-  

l e r i t e .2 T o g e t h e r  t h e y  w o r k e d  fo r  th e  S e v e n t h  -
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day Adventist denomination until James's 
death in 1881. After this, Willie, one of Ellen 
White's two surviving sons, became her closest 
confidant. She spent most of her life in the 
northeastern United States, but she visited 
Europe from 1885 to 1887 and lived in Aus
tralia between 1891 and 1900. On her return 
to America she settled near St. Helena, Cali
fornia, where she died in 1915. She never 
accepted formal office, thereby establishing a 
distinction between her charismatic role and 
the bureaucracy of the church. But throughout 
her long career, Ellen White wrote and spoke 
to Adventist audiences, who received her in 
the belief that she was the "spirit of prophecy" 
identified in the book of Revelation.3

In the beginning, her religious experience fol
lowed a pattern similar to that of many previous 
mystics. In 1842 she went through a typical 
"dark night of the soul" occasioned by her fear 
of praying in public: “I remained for three weeks 
with not one ray of light to pierce the thick 
clouds of darkness around me," White related 
later. "I then had two dreams which gave me a 
faint ray of light and hope.''4 In one of these, she 
ascended a stairway. At the top she was brought 
to Jesus. Like other female mystics, such as St. 
Teresa, she was immediately attracted by his 
beauty, but she had to be reassured before being 
able to experience the full joy of his presence.’’ 
Shortly after this dream, she uttered her first 
public prayer, during which she experienced an 
overwhelming sense of love for Jesus: "Wave 
after wave of glory rolled over me, until my 
body grew stiff."6 Just as St. Teresa had written
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of her transverberation that her soul could not 
"be content with anything less than God," so 
White wrote, "I could not be satisfied till 1 was 
filled with the fullness of God.”7 This intense 
desire for experience of the divine presence is an 
aspect of White's development that is often 
overlooked. Her exceptional religious propensi
ties originated, not from a search for doctrinal 
or ethical information, but from a simple desire 
to feel the love of Jesus.

Such experiences were accompanied by 
striking physical manifestations, and these 
were fundamental to her acceptance as a 
source of authority within the emergent 
denomination. At the onset of vision, she usu
ally uttered the words "Glory! Glory! Glory!" 
She would enter a trance-like state, stop 
breathing, and because of this apparent cessa
tion of normal bodily functions, seem "lost to 
the world.” This phenomenon was very impor
tant to her contemporaries, who made a con
certed effort to establish her indifference to 
earthly things. They covered her nose and 
mouth, held a mirror up to her face, pinched 
her, felt her chest, pretended to hit her, and 
shone bright lights in her eyes, all in an effort 
to see if she would breathe, flinch, or blink.8

The attempt to establish that Ellen W hite 
was lost to this world was based on the 
implicit understanding that if she were, she 
would be more open to the spiritual world.9 
In her first vision, she had experienced it so 
directly that afterwards she wept and felt 
homesick for the better land she had seen.10 
This ability to see the heavenly world was 
vital to the early Adventists, who, after the 
Great Disappointment, had begun to doubt 
that what was visible on earth revealed eternal 
truth. Thus, through her revelations of heav
en, Ellen W hite could inform the faithful of 
what ought to be believed on earth. The most 
literal example of how this worked was 
White's vision of the Ten Commandments 
written on tables of stone in the heavenly 
sanctuary. Reading them, she observed that 
God had not changed the wording of the

fo u r th  c o m m a n d m e n t  in  fa v o r  o f  S u n d a y , th e  

f ir s t  d a y  o f  th e  w e e k . T h e r e f o r e ,  s h e  c o n c l u d 

e d  th a t  G o d  r e q u ir e d  t h e  o b s e r v a n c e  o f  S a t u r 

d a y , th e  s e v e n th - d a y  S a b b a t h ,  o n  e a r t h . "

This approach attracted criticism from the 
church's early opponents. In 1866, in The 
Visions of Mrs. White Not of God, two disaffected 
Adventists, B. F. Snook and W. H. Brinker- 
hoff, alleged that many of the things Ellen 
W hite claimed to see in heaven were false, or 
not in accord with descriptions in Scripture.12 
Their critique was taken up by the Sunday
keeping Advent Christians, who, like the 
Adventists, were previously followers of 
William Miller. They pointed out that Ellen 
White had never had the revelation about the 
Ten Commandments while she was a Sunday 
observer herself. It was only after she received 
"the theory of the seventh-day Sabbath at the 
hand of a man,” one Advent Christian wrote 
in 1867, that her visions came into "harmony 
with her new feature of theology."13 Such 
objections, and the accusations of Snook and 
Brinkerhoff, were answered by the church 
writer and editor Uriah Smith in a booklet 
issued in the following year. He maintained 
that what White saw in heaven was accurate, 
in harmony with Scripture, and the basis of 
sound Adventist doctrine.14

Even so, it was some time before the 
"Testimonies," as her writings became known, 
led rather than followed the group to which 
they were addressed. For the first ten years, 
she tended to confirm belief rather than 
admonish believers. Indeed, the quantity of 
her output was regulated by the attitude of 
the community. As she herself noted in 1855: 
"The reasons why visions had not been more 
frequent of late, is, they have not been appre
ciated by the church.”"  In practice, the extent 
to which the visions could be appreciated by 
Adventists was dependent on the frequency of 
their publication. As the church expanded, its 
chief means of communication became the 
press. Ellen White's religious experience, once 
validated to the scientific satisfaction of her



p e e r s ,  b e c a m e  t h e  r a w  m a t e r i a l  o n  w h i c h  a 

p u b l i s h i n g  in d u s t r y  w a s  b a s e d .  T h e  f in a n c ia l  

a n d  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  A d v e n t i s t  

p u b l i s h i n g  m a y  n o t  h a v e  i n f l u e n c e d  W h i t e ' s  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  b u t  it  c e r t a i n l y  d e t e r m i n e d  t h e  

e x t e n t  a n d  f o r m  in  w h i c h  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e  

c o u l d  b e  c o m m u n i c a t e d .

T h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w i t n e s s e d  a r e v o l u 

t i o n  in  A m e r i c a n  p u b l i s h in g ,  a n d  t h e  A d v e n t i s t  

p re s s  f o l l o w e d  t h e  g e n e r a l  t r e n d . 16 A s t e c h n o l 

o g y  im p r o v e d ,  it  b e c a m e  e a s ie r  t o  p r o d u c e  

l o n g e r  b o o k s .  T h i s  a d v a n c e  a lso  n e c e s s i t a t e d  a 

c o n s t a n t  f lo w  o f  c o p y ,  an  e x a m p l e  o f  w h i c h  

c a n  b e  s e e n  in  t h e  b o o k s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  

" g r e a t  c o n t r o v e r s y ” t h e m e — W h i t e ' s  c la s s i c  

e x p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  o n g o i n g  b a t t l e  b e t w e e n  g o o d  

a n d  ev il .  T h e  c e n t r a l  id e a  o f  t h e  g r e a t  c o n t r o 

v e r s y  is a c o s m i c  s t r u g g le  b e t w e e n  C h r i s t  a n d  

S a t a n ,  w h i c h  t h e  p r o p h e t e s s  t r a c e d  f r o m  its 

o r ig in s  in h e a v e n  t o  its final r e s o lu t io n  a t  t h e  

c l o s e  o f  t h e  m i l le n n iu m .  T h e  g r e a t  c o n t r o v e r s y  

t h e m e  f irst  a p p e a r e d  in t h e  f irst  v o l u m e  o f  

Spiritual Gifts in 1858. M a t e r i a l  f r o m  t h e  Spiritual 
Gifts s e r ie s  w a s  e x p a n d e d  t o  fo r m  t h e  fou r-  

v o l u m e  Spirit of Prophecy s e r ie s  in  1870-1884.  

B e t w e e n  1888 a n d  1917, th i s  s e r ie s  w a s  t r a n s 

f o r m e d  i n t o  t h e  Conflict of the Ages s e r ie s  t h a t  

c o m p r i s e d  f ive  b o o k s :  Patriarchs and Prophets a n d  

Prophets and Kings ( a c c o u n t s  o f  O l d  T e s t a m e n t  

h i s t o r y ) ,  The Desire of Ages (a  b i o g r a p h y  o f  

C h r i s t ) ,  Acts of the Apostles (a  h i s t o r y  o f  e a r l y  

C h r i s t i a n i t y ) ,  a n d  The Great Controversy ( w h i c h  

r e l a t e d  t h e  b a t t l e  b e t w e e n  C h r i s t  a n d  S a t a n  

f r o m  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  J e r u s a l e m  in AD 70 to  

t h e  m i l l e n n iu m  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t im e ) .

In t h e  c o u r s e  o f  th i s  p r o c e s s ,  t h e  c o n t e n t  

a n d  s t y l e  o f  t h e  b o o k s  u n d e r w e n t  s i g n i f i c a n t  

a l t e r a t i o n .  S o m e  id e a  o f  t h e  s t y l i s t i c  c h a n g e s  

m a y  b e  g a i n e d  b y  c o m p a r i n g  t h e  a c c o u n t  o f  

t h e  fall  o f  m a n  g i v e n  in  v o l u m e  o n e  o f  Spiritual 
Gifts (1858)  w i t h  t h e  a c c o u n t s  f o u n d  in v o l 

u m e  o n e  o f  t h e  Spirit of Prophecy ( 1 870) a n d  in 

v o l u m e  o n e  o f  t h e  Conflict of the Ages s e r ie s ,  

Patriarchs and Prophets (1890) .  E l l e n  W h i t e ' s  

w r i t i n g  in  1858 r e v e a ls  b o t h  t h e  d e f i c i e n c i e s  

in  h e r  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  h e r

e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e  n a r r a t iv e  s t y l e  is s im p le  b u t  

c o m p e l l i n g .  T h e  a c c o u n t  is g i v e n  in  t h e  p a s t  

t e n s e ,  n o t  s o  m u c h  b e c a u s e  t h e  e v e n t s  

d e s c r i b e d  h a p p e n e d  in t h e  p a s t  as b e c a u s e  t h e  

v i s i o n s  w e r e  in t h e  p a s t .  B y  1870 W h i t e  h a d  

a c q u i r e d  m a n y  o f  t h e  t e c h n i q u e s  o f  c o n t e m 

p o r a r y  r e l ig io u s  n o v e l i s t s . 17 M a k i n g  m u c h  u se  

o f  t h e  v iv id  p r e s e n t ,  s h e  e m p h a s i z e s  n a r r a t iv e  

d e ta i l  a n d  t h e  e m o t i o n a l  s t a t e  o f  t h e  c h a r a c 

te r s  in v o lv e d .  T h e  s h o r t  s e n t e n c e s  f o u n d  in 

Spiritual Gifts a r e  f i l l e d  o u t  b y  a b u n d a n t  a d j e c 

t iv e s  a n d  a d v e r b s  a n d  e x p a n d e d  b y  a d d i t io n a l  

c la u se s .  T h u s  t h e  a n g e ls  t h a t  in 1858 " g a v e  

i n s t r u c t io n  to  A d a m  a n d  Eve, ' '  in 1870 " g r a 

c io u s l y  a n d  l o v i n g ly  g a v e  t h e m  t h e  in f o r m a t i o n  

t h e y  d e s i r e d .”18 W h i l e  in 1858 E v e  s im p ly  

" o f fe r e d  t h e  fru it  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d , "  in 1870 " s h e  

w a s  in a s t r a n g e  a n d  u n n a tu r a l  e x c i t e m e n t  as 

s h e  s o u g h t  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  w i t h  h e r  h a n d s  fi l led  

w i t h  t h e  f o r b i d d e n  f r u i t . " 19

In 1890 a much more sophisticated writer 
appears, concerned not with narrative details 
but with moral exhortation. The vivid present 
is replaced by past or future tenses, depending 
on when the events described took place. The
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simple connectives used in 1870 give way to 
dependent clauses of time and purpose. 
Abstract nouns make an increasing appear
ance, along with the passive voice and imper
sonal constructions. The statement that "Satan 
assumes the form of a serpent and enters 
Eden" gives way to the observation that "in 
order to accomplish his work unperceived, 
Satan chose to employ as his medium the ser
pent—a disguise well adapted for his purpose 
of deception."20 White also cuts back on the 
superfluous use of adverbs in favor of a richer 
vocabulary. So the serpent that in 1870 "com
menced leisurely eating" is in 1 890 "regaling 
itself" with the same fruit.21

W h ile  th e r e  is n o  d o u b t  th a t  th e s e  d e v e lo p 

m e n ts  in d ic a te  an  in c r e a s e  in th e  l ite r a c y  o f  th e  

p r o p h e te s s , E lle n  W h ite 's  e a r lie s t  w o r k  s h o w s 

an  in tu it iv e  a w a re n e ss  o f  th e  d ra m a tic  p o te n tia l  

o f  n a rra tiv e  th a t  is o b s c u r e d  b y  th e  s e n tim e n ta l  

a n d  m o r a liz in g  to n e  o f  h e r  la te r  b o o k s . T h is  

d im in u tio n  in  th e  p o w e r  o f  h e r  la n g u a g e  is, 

h o w e v e r , p a rtly  e x p la in e d  b y  th e  fa c t  th a t  h e r  

b o o k s  d e c r e a s in g ly  r e p r e s e n te d  h e r  u n iq u e

experience. As the demands on her time 

increased, she relied on assistants to do 
research and prepare copy. Moreover, the out
lines of her narratives were frequently supple
mented by material drawn from other writers. 
This is particularly true of the Conflict of the Ages 
series. Patriarchs and Prophets and Prophets and 
Kings owe something to Daniel March's Night 
Scenes of the Bible and to books by Alfred Eder- 
sheim. The Desire of Ages is indebted to both of 
these authors and to William Hanna's Life of 
Christ. The Acts of the Apostles borrows from 
William Conybeare and John Howson's The Life 
and Epistles of the Apostle Paul, as well as from two 

of White's favorite writers, John Harris and 
Daniel March. The Great Controversy contains 
substantial sections from the historians J. A. 
Wylie and Merle D'Aubigne.22

None of this was generally known until it was 
exposed by a former Adventist, Dudley M. Can- 
right, in his Seventh-day Adventism Renounced, of 
1889. Accusing White of "stealing her ideas" 
from other authors, Canright calculated that up 
to a quarter of all her writings had been plagia
rized up to this point.23 This revelation cast 
renewed doubt on White's claim to heavenly 
inspiration. But it was a question of production as 
well of inspiration. As one historian has noted, 
nineteenth-century publishers "encouraged high 
productivity in their authors,” since they felt that 
"to keep up demand, the public must be con
stantly reminded that a particular writer exist
ed.”24 Adventist publishing was no exception, and 
White's increasing use of sources enabled the 
press to engage in the almost continuous publi
cation of "new" material. This, in turn, enabled 
the church to disseminate her somewhat diluted 
influence more widely. Thus, the authority 
accorded to White by the small circle familiar 
with her visions expanded to encompass a much 
wider audience. Since many of these people had 
no contact with White as an individual, her writ
ings were the focus of their recognition of her as 
God's messenger.

B y  a c k n o w le d g in g  E lle n  W h i t e 's  s ta te m e n ts  

as d iv in e ly  in s p ir e d , t h e  c h u r c h  t h e r e b y



understood God as having two authorized 
channels of revelation: the Bible and the Tes
timonies. The human intellect was not consid
ered by most Adventists to be a reliable 
source of knowledge. Unsurprisingly, W hite 
was the strongest proponent of this view. She 
maintained that "to man's unaided reason, 
nature's teaching cannot but be contradictory 
and disappointing. Only in the light of revela
tion can it be read aright."25 In taking this 
position, she distanced the church from the 
Millerites, who had placed great faith in 
"unaided reason” and placed "no reliance 
whatever upon any visions or dreams, mere 
impressions, or private revelations.”26

It was, after all, William Miller's sense of 
obligation to the requirements of rationality 
that prompted his study of the Bible. He had 
had an emotional conversion in which he had 
said he felt the loveliness of a Savior. "But the 
question arose How can it be proved that 
such a being does exist?” Considering that "to 
believe in such a Savior without evidence 
would be visionary in the extreme,” he turned 
to the Bible as the only source of information. 
Miller reasoned that since the Bible "must 
have been given for man's instruction," it 
"must be adapted to his understanding.” And 
he resolved to remain a deist if he could not 
harmonize all the apparent contradictions.2'

This deference to reason was not just the 
legacy of the Enlightenment skeptics Miller 
had read twelve years previously. It is better 
understood in the context of the Common- 
Sense philosophy that was becoming popular 
in nineteenth-century New England. The 
Scottish philosophy, as it was also known, 
was a form of realism, and its reliance on indi
vidual common sense appealed to American 
Protestants as a bulwark against doubt. 
Although the philosophy derived from the 
work of Thomas Reid, the seventeenth-centu
ry philosopher Francis Bacon was seen as the 
founder of the school. The Scottish philoso
phy denied that anything intervenes between 
the mind and its apprehension of external

fa c ts .  If t h e  s y s te m a t ic  s tu d y  o f  th e s e  fa c ts  w as 

u n d e r ta k e n  b y  a m in d  u n p r e ju d ic e d  b y  t h e o 

ry , it  w a s  b e l ie v e d  th a t  k n o w le d g e  o f  a l im ite d  

c e r t a in ty  w o u ld  b e  o b ta in e d .  In  a r e l ig io u s  

c o n t e x t ,  B a c o n ia n is m  b e c a m e  id e n t i f ie d  w ith  

th e  R e fo r m a t io n  p r in c ip le  o f  sola scriptura, o r  

t h e  B ib le  a lo n e ,  a n d  it w a s  la te r  in f lu e n t ia l  in  

t h e  d is p e n s a t io n a lis t  s c h o o l  o f  p r o p h e t ic  

in te r p r e ta t io n  th a t  d iv id e d  p a s t  a n d  fu tu re  

b ib l ic a l  e v e n ts  in to  d is t in c t  e r a s .28

Baconianism was not alien to the Millerite 
world. The Disciples of Christ, who founded 
Bacon College in Kentucky in 1836, dissemi
nated a popularized version of the philosophy 
for every level of society. Their leader, Alexan
der Campbell, in arguing that faith was ground
ed in "Experience," as opposed to skepticism 
that was based on "Assumption,” cited Bacon as 
having laid "the foundation of correct reason
ings.”29 Campbell, who took a close interest in 
the prophecies in the book of Daniel, had been 
introduced to Boston audiences by Miller's pub
lisher Joshua Himes and was one of the Mil
lerites' most sympathetic critics.8"

This was because Miller followed the 
Baconian injunction "to proceed regularly and 
gradually from one axiom to another.”81 As he 
recalled, "I determined to lay aside all my pre
possessions, to thoroughly compare Scripture 
with Scripture, and to pursue its study in a 
regular and methodical manner.''82 The result 
of this endeavor was Miller's conclusion that 
the Second Advent would occur around 1843. 
Adopting the motto, "Prove all things; hold 
fast to that which is good,” Miller accumulat
ed scriptural and historical facts to support his 
conclusion. Like the contemporary revivalist 
Charles Finney, Miller spoke to audiences as 
if to a jury, gradually building up the evidence 
for his case.83 This approach appealed to 
exponents of the Common-Sense philosophy. 
As Alexander Campbell noted, Miller benefit
ed from his critics' un-Baconian arguments, 
which far transcended "the oracles of reason 
and the canons of common sense."84

D e s p ite  M ille r 's  c a r e fu l m e th o d s , h e  w a s
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disappointed in both 1843 and 1844. For 
Miller, there was nothing to do but add this 

rather disconcerting fact to all the others and 
to reassess his conclusions. However, the 
Baconian doctrine of "restraint," which assert

ed that no belief should transcend observable 
facts, was not followed by all in the Millerite 
movement. Some in the radical wing could not 
tolerate the prospect of revising their calcula
tions. For them, it proved easier to renounce 
Miller's Baconianism than to abandon the spe
cific date for which they had suffered. The 
Great Disappointment was a watershed in the 
thinking of this group. October 2 2 , 1844, was 
to have been the ultimate conclusion to which 
all the carefully assembled facts of Scripture 
and history pointed; instead, it became an 
unassailable premise to which all future knowl
edge must conform.35

The implicit conclusion of the radicals was 
that since no extraordinary phenomena had 
been observed on O ctober 2 2 , observation 
was not the best way to monitor such events. 
Reassurance came in the form of direct, 
and often ecstatic, religious experience. When 
these groups, which included the future 
founders of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, held meetings, they fell on the floor, 
groaned, shouted, and sang. It was in this 
atmosphere that Ellen W hite rose to promi
nence.36 Her ability to receive direct commu
nications from God was of particular value 
because the Great Disappointment had shown 
more established channels—such as human 
reason—to be flawed.

Yet the acceptance of Ellen White's visions 
was also facilitated by two aspects of the 
Common-Sense philosophy that underlay the 
early Adventist view of the world. First, the 
realist theory of perception emphasized that 
the apprehension of objects was direct and 
not influenced by mental constructs. So it was 
quite possible to believe, for example, that 
Ellen W hite literally saw what was written on 
the Ten Commandments. Second, it was pre
sumed that language was perspicuous, that it

was the servant rather than the master of 
thought, and that words corresponded direct
ly to objects. Language could be trusted. 
(When W hite had a vision of heathens and 
Christians gathered under their respective 
banners, the Christian banner bore words; the 
banner of the heathens, symbols.) Accord
ingly, when W hite related her visions, it was 
assumed that what she had seen determined 
the words she used. Her accounts were as 
authoritative as what she had experienced.37

Thus the process by which the mystical 
proclivities of a teenage girl were recognized 

as the revelations of an authoritative prophet 
was aided at every step by the underlying 
philosophical assumptions of the Adventist 
community. Unlike the Mormon prophet 
Joseph Smith, Ellen White did not proclaim 
her revelation and gather a following; rather, 
she had a particular kind of religious experi
ence that came to be accepted as authoritative 
within an existing group. The prophetic min
istry of Ellen White was an aspect of Adventist 
social experience, not just the psychological 
experience of a single individual.

T h r o u g h o u t  th e  p ro c e s s  in w h ic h  M ille r 's  

o r ig in a l e m p h a s is  o n  th e  p r io r ity  o f  re a s o n  w as 

o v e r tu rn e d , th e  o n e  c o n s ta n t  w as th e  B ib le .

From 1844 onward, Adventist publications are 
replete with statements to the effect that the 
Bible is God’s word and is the only rule of faith 
and practice. Similarly, the priority of the Bible 
over any other revelation was reiterated in 
church publications on countless occasions. The 
statement made by the church president G. I. 
Butler in 1883 was typically categorical: "The 
Scriptures are our rule to test everything by, the 
visions as well as all other things. That rule, 
therefore, is of the highest authority; the stan
dard is higher than the thing tested by it. If the 
Bible should show the visions were not in har
mony with it, the Bible would stand and the 
visions would be given up."38 It would be diffi
cult to find an official statement from any period 
that contradicted this one.

B u t th is  u n d e v ia t in g  l in e  o n  t h e  B ib le  o f te n



concealed important shifts in the balance of 
authority. For Miller, the Bible had been com 
pletely perspicuous to reason. It was "a system 
of revealed truths so clearly and simply given 
that the 'wayfaring man, though a fool, need 
not err therein.' '39 For the Adventist pioneers, 
biblical interpretation proved a great deal 

more problematic. As Ellen W hite recalled, 
"Again and again these brethren came togeth
er to study the Bible, in order that they might 
know its meaning, and be prepared to teach it 
with power."40 Although they sometimes spent 
the entire night searching the Scriptures, 
there were in 1848 "hardly two agreed. Each 
was strenuous for his views, declaring that 
they were according to the Bible.” Under
standably, these frustrated students came to 
the point where they said, "We can do noth-

/ /41ing more.
Ellen White, meanwhile, found all these 

discussions somewhat above her head. "During 
this whole time I could not understand the 
reasoning of the brethren. My mind was 
locked, as it were, and I could not compre
hend the meaning of the scriptures we were 
studying."42 Fortunately for her and the Adven
tist community, aid came from another source. 
She would be taken off in vision and given 
clear explanation of the passages under con
sideration. Fder accompanying angel would 
indicate who was right and who was wrong, 
explaining "that these discordant views, which 
they claimed to be according to the Bible, 
were only according to their opinion of the 
Bible, and that their errors must be yielded.”43

William Miller, for whom the Bible was "a 
feast of reason," would have found this conflict 
unwarranted and its supernatural resolution dis
tasteful. Among the early Adventists, however, 
such guidance was obviously a practical neces
sity. Without it, the fledgling church would 
have been stranded in the disintegrating nest 
of Millerism. In later years, things appeared 
rather differently. The reason given in 1871 for 
the existence of the Testimonies was the neg
lect of the Bible rather than the inability of its

s tu d e n ts  to  a g r e e  o n  th e  c o r r e c t  in te r p r e ta t io n .44 When the
B u t th e  p r in c ip le  re m a in e d  th e  s a m e . W h e n

t h e  c h u r c h  n e e d e d  d o c tr in a l  o r  p r a c t ic a l  g u id - church needed
a n c e ,  it  c o u ld , d u r in g  h e r  l i f e t im e , tu rn  to

E lle n  W h i t e  fo r  a d v ic e  s p e c i f ic a l ly  r e la te d  to  doctrinal or
t h e  q u e s t io n  a t  issu e . T h e  B ib le  c o n ta in e d

tru th s  o f  e te r n a l  v a lid ity , b u t  it  w as n o t  a lw a y s  practical
c le a r  h o w  t h e y  a p p lie d  in  a p a r t ic u la r  c a s e .

T h e  B ib le  m ig h t  s e t  th e  a g e n d a  fo r  d is c u s s io n , guidance, it 
b u t  W h i t e  u s u a lly  h a d  t h e  la s t  w o rd . T h e  r e a 

s o n  fo r  th is  w a s  n o t  th a t  th e  B ib le  w a s  d e e m e d  could, during 
in c o m p r e h e n s ib le  b u t  th a t  A d v e n t is ts ,  as a 

g r o u p , w e r e  u n a b le  to  r e a c h  c o m p le te  a g r e e -  her lifetime, 
m e n t  o n  its  m e a n in g . T h e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  th is  

d is t in c t io n  p ro v e d  d if f ic u lt  to  c o n v e y  to  th e  turn to Ellen 
c h u r c h 's  m e m b e r s h ip . A s t h e  A d v e n t is t  p r e s i 

d e n t  A . G . D a n ie l ls  r e m e m b e r e d , it  w a s  n o t  White for advice 
lo n g  b e f o r e  s o m e  p r e a c h e d  th a t  " th e  o n ly  w a y  

w e  c o u ld  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  B ib le  w a s  th r o u g h  specifically 
th e  w r it in g s  o f  th e  s p ir it  o f  p r o p h e c y ."

D a n ie l ls  d e n o u n c e d  th is  v ie w  as " h e a t h e n is h ,"  related 
a l t h o u g h  t h e  p r e s id e n t  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  

fa r  f r o m  t h e  t r u th  if  h e  h a d  r e p la c e d  h is  to the question
"c o u ld "  w ith  a " d id .”45

B y  the time of her death in 1915, Ellen at issue.
W h it e  fu n c t io n e d  as th e  a c k n o w le d g e d  in te r 

p r e te r  o f  S c r ip tu r e  fo r  th e  A d v e n tis t  c h u r c h .
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She might not be considered as infallible, but most 
Adventists preferred to suspend judgment rather than 
admit her error on any specific point. The relative impor
tance of reason, the Bible, and visionary authority was 

now the reverse of what it had been for the Millerites. 
Reason had once tested and expounded the Bible and dis
counted individual revelation; it was now considered unfit 

to test or expound either Scripture or the spirit of prophe
cy. The authority of White s visions, however, could 
define the meaning of the Bible and the status of reason. 
Certainly, the Bible was supposed to test the prophet, but 
if it could not be understood without the prophet, such 
an investigation was hard to initiate.

Thus, although Ellen White was never accorded theo
logical primacy, her methodological priority made her 
position inviolable. Indeed, many Adventists believed 
that her actual words had been dictated by the Holy 
Spirit through the process known as "verbal inspiration.'' 
Again, the church leadership was not entirely comfort
able with this idea, especially as members did not always 
appear to hold the biblical writers in the same esteem. At 
a Bible conference the church convened in 1919 to assess 
the legacy of White's writings, an Adventist educator,
W. W. Prescott, observed that the denomination had 
reached the point where "if a man does not believe in the 
verbal inspiration of the Bible, he is still in good stand
ing; but if he says he does not believe in the verbal inspi
ration of the Testimonies, he is discounted right away "46 
Participants at the conference were well aware that far 
from being verbally inspired, many of the prophetess's 
words were copied from other authors. But they chose to 
look the other way. “Adventist leaders affirmed their 
belief in Ellen White's prophetic gift,'' Adventist historian 
Gary Land commented, "and placed increasing emphasis 
on her writings.''47

For nearly a century the Bible had seemed securely 
fixed at the center of the seesaw of reason and prophecy. 
In the 1920s, however, events in the wider world threat
ened to dislodge the Scriptures from the pivotal position 
they had enjoyed in the worldview of most nineteenth- 
century Protestants. Higher criticism, which introduced a 
scientific approach to the study of the Bible, had been 
influencing academic circles since the turn of the centu
ry. But during World War I the proponents of this new 
method, the "modernists," became more vocal. In particu
lar, they resented the wartime spread of the premillenni-

alist view that Christ would soon return to inaugurate a 
thousand years of peace and happiness. The modernists 

attacked the millenarian fundamentalists for lacking both 
patriotism and theological sophistication. While Adven
tists were not directly accused, their views were similar 

to the ideas of those who were. Understandably, when 
the millenarians counterattacked in the early 1920s, 
Adventists, who had been divided on such questions as 
the verbal inspiration of the Bible, aligned themselves 

firmly with the fundamentalist cause.48
In  1924 W ill ia m  G . W ir t h ,  an  A d v e n t is t  B ib le  t e a c h e r ,  

p u b lis h e d  The Battle of the Churches: Modernism or Fundamental
ism, a b o o k  d e s ig n e d  to  "h e lp  th e  re a d e r , if h e  b e  in c lin e d  

to  fa v o r  M o d e r n is m , to  s e e  th e  w e a k n e s s  o f  its  c la im s .”49 

T h e  s a m e  y e a r , th e  p o p u la r  A d v e n t is t  w r ite r  C a r ly le  B. 

H a y n e s  e c h o e d  th e  c o n s e r v a t iv e  B a p tis t  E . Y . M u llin s  in  

th e  t i t le  o f  h is  p a m p h le t  Christianity at the Crossroads. Its 

c o v e r  d e p ic te d  a m a n  fa c e d  w ith  s ig n s  la b e le d  " fu n d a 

m e n ta lis m ” an d  " m o d e r n is m ” p o in t in g  in o p p o s ite  d ir e c 

t io n s . T h e  to n e  o f  th e  b o o k  le ft  l i t t le  d o u b t  as to  w h ic h  

r o u te  w a s  c o n s id e r e d  p r e fe r a b le .50 A t th e  s a m e  t im e , an  

A d v e n t is t  c r e a t io n is t ,  G e o r g e  M c C r e a d y  P r ic e , p u b lis h e d  

a s e r ie s  o f  d e ta ile d  g e o lo g ic a l  b o o k s  r e fu tin g  D a r w in is m  

th a t  s o o n  b e c a m e  r e q u ire d  r e a d in g  fo r  a n t i-e v o lu t io n is ts  

b e y o n d  th e  d e n o m in a t io n .51

In v o lv e m e n t  in  th e  fu n d a m e n ta lis t -m o d e r n is t  c o n t r o 

v e rsy  h a d  fa r - r e a c h in g  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  A lth o u g h  th e  q u e s 

t io n  o f  E lle n  W h ite 's  a u th o r ity  w as n o t  in v o lv e d , th e  

d e fe n s e  o f  th e  B ib le  re s u lte d  in g r e a te r  in s is te n c e  o n  its 

in s p ir a t io n  a n d  in e rra n c y . A lo n g s id e  th is  c o n c e n t r a t io n  o n  

th e  B ib le  c a m e  a rev iv a l in th e  r h e to r ic  o f  B a c o n ia n is m . It 

w as o n c e  a g a in  e m p h a s iz e d  th a t  th e  B ib le  w as a c o l le c t io n  

o f  re a d ily  c o m p r e h e n s ib le  fa c ts . S im ila r ly , it w as a rg u e d  

th a t  u n le ss  c o n fu s e d  b y  th e  h y p o th e s e s  o f  th e  l ib e ra ls  a n d  

e v o lu tio n is ts , th e  e v id e n c e  o f  n a tu re  w as c le a r . It w a s , as 

P r ic e  h a d  w ritte n  in 1913, b e c a u s e  " th e  c u r r e n t  g e o lo g y  

h a s  n e v e r  u se d  a t r a c e  o f  so u n d  B a c o n ia n  s c ie n c e "  th a t  it 

h a d  fa lle n  in to  e v o lu t io n a r y  th in k in g .52 B u t th e  B a c o n ia n 

ism  o f  th e  1920s d iffe re d  fro m  th a t  p o p u la r  a c e n tu r y  e a r 

lie r . In th e  1820s B a c o n ia n is m  h a d  b e e n  d ir e c te d  a g a in s t  

th e  s k e p tic s  w h o  fe lt  th e y  c o u ld  k n o w  n o th in g . In th e  

1920s it  w as d ir e c te d  a g a in s t  th e  s c ie n t is ts  w h o  c la im e d  

to  k n o w  t o o  m u c h .53 T h e  b a s ic  th ru s t o f  th e  n e w  B a c o n i 

a n ism  w as a n t i- in te lle c tu a l.  It w as to  an  a u d ie n c e  o f  S e v 

e n th -d a y  A d v e n tis ts  in  1924 th a t  W ill ia m  Je n n in g s  B ry a n , 

th e  fo r m e r  s e c r e ta r y  o f  s ta te  a n d  a n t i-e v o lu t io n  cru s a d e r ,



p ro c la im e d : "A ll th e  ills fro m  w h ic h  A m e r ic a  

su ffers  c a n  b e  t r a c e d  b a c k  to  th e  t e a c h in g  o f  

e v o lu tio n . It w o u ld  b e  b e t t e r  to  d e s tr o y  e v e r y  

o th e r  b o o k  e v e r  w r it te n , a n d  sa v e  ju s t  th e  first 

th r e e  v e rse s  o f  G e n e s is ." 54

F r o m  th e  1920s t o  t h e  1950s, th e  a t t i tu d e  

to w a rd  a u th o r ity  fo u n d  w ith in  A d v e n t is m  w as 

m o r e  o r  le ss  s ta t ic .  T h e  B ib le  a n d  E lle n  W h i t e  

e x is te d  in  s y m b io s is . W h it e 's  w r it in g s  c la r i f ie d  

a n d  e la b o r a te d  t h e  S c r ip tu r e s ;  th e  S c r ip tu r e s  

c o n f ir m e d  a n d  c la r i f ie d  h e r  p r o p h e t ic  r o le . In 

k e e p in g  w ith  th is  u n d e r s ta n d in g , F. D .  N ic h o l ,  

th e  e d i to r  o f  t h e  S e v e n t h - d a y  A d v e n t is t  Bible 
Commentary, m a d e  it  a p o l ic y  th a t  n o  in te r p r e 

ta t io n  g iv e n  in  t h e  c o m m e n ta r y  s h o u ld  a p p e a r  

to  c o n f l i c t  w ith  a s ta te m e n t  b y  E lle n  W h i t e . 55 

A ls o  in  l in e  w ith  th is  u n d e r s ta n d in g  w a s  th e  

u n iv e rs a l a d o p t io n  o f  th e  " p r o o f - te x t "  m e th o d , 

in  w h ic h  c h u r c h  m e m b e r s  u s e d  is o la te d  p a s 

s a g e s  fro m  th e  S c r ip tu r e s  o r  t h e  s p ir i t  o f  

p r o p h e c y  t o  " p r o v e "  t h e i r  d is t in c t iv e  d o c 

t r in e s .  T o  A d v e n t is t s  t h e r e  w a s  h a r d ly  a s in 

g le  h u m a n  e x p e r ie n c e  o n  w h ic h  s o m e  

s e n t e n c e  f r o m  t h e  B ib le  o r  E l le n  W h i t e  d id  

n o t  h a v e  b e a r in g .  T h e  n e e d  to  u s e  h u m a n  

r e a s o n  th u s  r a r e ly  a r o s e .

T h e  s t a b i l i t y  a f fo r d e d  b y  th is  s t r u c tu r e  o f  

a u th o rity  o b v ia te d  th e  n e c e ss ity  o f  e n g a g in g  in 

a n y  m a jo r  d o ctr in a l d iscu ssion s b e tw e e n  th e  B ib le  

C o n fe r e n c e  o f  1919 an d  th e  c h u rch 's  n e x t B ib le  

C o n fe r e n c e  h e ld  in 1952. H o w e v e r, th is  s ta b le  era 

c a m e  to  an  en d , la rg e ly  b e ca u se  th e  c h u r c h  fe lt 

th e  n e e d  to  im p re s s  a n e w  c o n f ig u r a t io n  w ith in  

A m erica 's  P ro te sta n t c o m m u n ity  th a t w as b e c o m 

in g  k n o w n  as ev a n g e lica lism . T h is  m o v e m e n t 

w as a sso c ia te d  w ith  th e  e m e rg e n c e  o f  B illy  G r a 

h a m  as a n a tio n a l figu re in th e  1940s a n d  w ith  

G rah am 's  friend , D o n a ld  G r e y  B arn h o u se , e d ito r  

o f  Eternity m a g a z in e . T h e  ev a n g e lica ls  p la ce d  all 

th e ir  em p h a sis  o n  th e  B ib le  b u t w e re  a tte m p tin g  

to  free  th e m se lv e s  fro m  th e  n eg a tiv e  im a g e  o f 

fu n d a m en ta lism .56 In 1949 an A d v e n tist a d m in is

tra to r, T . E. U n ru h , se n t B arn h o u se  a c o p y  o f 

E llen  W h ite 's  b o o k  Steps to Christ, b u t h e  w as un re- 

c e p tiv e  an d  re p o rte d  th a t  th e  A d v e n tist p u b lica 

tio n  w as litte re d  w ith  u n scrip tu ral d o c tr in e .5'

T h e  1952 c o n f e r e n c e  w a s  t h e  f irs t  c h a n c e  

to  c o r r e c t  o u ts id e  im p r e s s io n s , b u t  t h e  o p p o r 

tu n ity  p a s se d , la r g e ly  b e c a u s e  th e  d e l ib e r a t io n s  

o f  th e  g a th e r in g  as a w h o le ,  w h ic h  w e r e  p u b 

l is h e d  u n d e r  t h e  ru b r ic  o f  Our Firm Foundation, 
a m o u n te d  to  a s ta te m e n t  o f  A d v e n t is t  th o u g h t  

as it  h a d  d e v e lo p e d  s in c e  t h e  a l ig n m e n t  w ith  

fu n d a m e n ta lis m .58 H o w e v e r ,  a s e c o n d  c h a n c e  

to  r e m e d y  t h e  s itu a t io n  o c c u r r e d  in  1955 
w h e n  th e  B a p t is t  r e s e a r c h e r  W a l t e r  M a r t in ,  in 

an  in it ia l  a t te m p t  to  c la s s ify  t h e  d e n o m in a t io n , 

p la c e d  A d v e n t is m  in  th e  s a m e  c a t e g o r y  as 

J e h o v a h 's  W it n e s s e s  a n d  t h e  M o r m o n s ,  p a r t ly  

b e c a u s e  o f  "M rs . W h it e 's  s tr a n g e  in te r p r e ta 

t io n "  o f  c e r ta in  p a s s a g e s  o f  S c r ip t u r e .59 A c -

In Questions on 

Doctrine... 

the Adventist 

representatives 

sought to 

restrict the

Seventh-day Adventists Answer

QUESTIONS on  DOCTRINE
AN EXPLANATION OF CERTAIN MAJOR ASPECTS 

OF SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTIST BELIEF

Prepared by a Representative Group of 

Seventh-day Adventist Leaders, Bible Teachers, 

and Editors

scope of the 

prophetess's 

authority.... 

[H]er influence 

was limited 

to matters of 

"personal

c o r d in g  to  M a r t in ,  it  w as a g a in  U n r u h  w h o  

c o n t a c t e d  h im , s t r o n g ly  o b je c t i n g  to  h is  c a t e 

g o r iz a t io n  a n d  s u g g e s t in g  th a t  th e y  o p e n  a 

d ia lo g u e . M a r t in  a p p r o a c h e d  B a r n h o u s e , w h o  

a g r e e d  to  m e e t  U n r u h , F r o o m , a n d  a fe w  o t h e r  

t r u s te d  A d v e n t is t  o f f ic ia ls ,  in  th e  h o p e  o f  f in a l 

ly  e s ta b l is h in g  w h e th e r  A d v e n tis m  w a s  a 

C h r is t ia n  c h u r c h  o r  a h e r e t ic a l  c u l t .60

In  Questions on Doctrine, th e  b o o k  p u b lis h e d  

as a re s u lt  o f  th e s e  d is c u s s io n s , t h e  A d v e n t is t  

r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  s o u g h t  to  r e s t r ic t  th e  s c o p e  o f  

t h e  p r o p h e te s s 's  a u th o r ity . T h e y  d e c la r e d  th a t  

s h e  w as n o t  in  th e  s a m e  c a t e g o r y  as t h e  b i b l i 

c a l  w r ite r s , th a t  th e  B ib le ,  n o t  E lle n  W h i t e ,  

w a s  th e  " s o u r c e  o f  o u r  e x p o s i t io n s ,"  a n d  th a t  

h e r  in f lu e n c e  w a s  l im ite d  to  m a tte r s  o f  " p e r 

s o n a l  r e l ig io n "  a n d  " th e  c o n d u c t  o f  o u r  d e n o m -

religion" and 

"the conduct 

of our denomin

ational work."
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inational work.”61 It was one of the few times in the 

denomination's history when the Bible was given unam
biguous precedence over Ellen W hite, and it helped to 
convince Martin and Barnhouse that Adventism was 
indeed a part of the evangelical family.62 But it shocked 
the church's older workers like M. L. Andreasen, who 

believed that Ellen White's purpose was to prevent the 
church's "departure from sound doctrine."63 The idea that 
she never "initially contributed any doctrinal truth or 
prophetic interpretation will not be believed by her 
thousands and millions of readers who all have been 
benefited by her works," he commented bitterly, and 
warned that "the present attempt to lessen and destroy 
confidence in the Spirit of Prophecy may deceive . . . 
many, but the foundation upon which we have built 
these many years, still stands.”64

Despite Andreasen's convictions, Ellen White's 
authority was further undermined in the following 
decade. The leader of a dissident movement in Aus
tralia, Robert Brinsmead, started to propound new ideas 
on the doctrine of salvation, and he produced quota
tions from W hite to support his conclusions. But as his 
Adventist critics also found passages from the Testi
monies to confirm their conflicting views, the dispute 
exposed the problem of using the proof-text method 
with the statements of W hite.65 It became obvious that 
an appeal to the prophetess was no longer a sure way to 
resolve doctrinal conflict. The situation was analogous 
to that of the 1840s, except that on this occasion the 
disputants were searching the Testimonies rather than 
the Bible. While in 1848 the supernatural authority of 
visions had settled discussion, in the 1960s there 
seemed to be no court of appeal. It was clear that the 
Bible and the Testimonies were by themselves incapable 
of producing answers that would satisfy more than one 
section of the church.

It was in this climate that two Adventist academics, 
Roy Branson and Herold Weiss, published an appeal to 
make Ellen W hite "a subject for Adventist scholarship."66 
The motivation for this plea was to find a means of solv
ing the confusion generated by the indiscriminate use of 
the proof-text method and to "recapture Ellen White's 
original intentions," and "the absolute truth of what she 
meant.”67 So now reason, shaped by the tools of histori
cal scholarship, was called to clarify White's pronounce
ments just as she had once clarified the Bible. As it

turned out, the only thing that was clarified was the dif
ficulty of using Ellen White as an authority at all. The 
research of the 1970s did little to establish what she 

meant. Rather, it confirmed that not everything she had 
written was of her own invention, let alone of God's 
direct revelation. It was evident that she changed her 
mind on various questions and that she held a number of 
beliefs about history and science with which no contem
porary scholar would agree.

The key figures in establishing these facts were 
William S. Peterson, Donald McAdams, and Walter Rea, 
who between them documented the sources of the Con
flict of Ages series; and Ronald Numbers, whose findings 
on the sources of White's health visions shook the 
denomination when they were first published in 1976.68 
Following these independent studies, the church 
attempted in 1980 to regain control over the information 
by commissioning an Adventist professor, Fred Veltman, 
to examine the unacknowledged references in one of the 
books in the Conflict of the Ages series, the Desire of Ages. 
However, after an extensive eight-year investigation, 
Veltman's study corroborated much of the work of Peter
son, McAdams, and Rea. Veltman emphasized that 
White, rather than her assistants, selected material from 
other authors, and concluded that the prophetess used a 
minimum of twenty-three sources in compiling the Desire 
of Ages, including works of fiction.69

Reason was now allowed to judge the Testimonies 
on questions of history, but the Bible was still the only 
rule forjudging White's theology. In the early 1980s, 
the work of the Adventist theologian Desmond Ford on 
the significance of the Great Disappointment of O cto 
ber 22, 1844, was to reveal the potential for conflicts in 
this area as well. 0 In 1985, Herold Weiss looked back 
on fifteen years of Ellen W hite scholarship and con
cluded: "Mrs. White's formal authority—the readiness of 
her readers, that is, to accept what she said as true just 
because a prophet said it—has in fact been shattered. 
From now on no one should be able to end a theologi
cal dialogue by giving a quotation from Mrs. W hite."71

In the event, Weiss spoke too soon. Scholars, like 
prophets, live and think within a particular historical 
framework. When the framework changes, their own 
prophecies are not always fulfilled. The history of modern 
biblical scholarship is itself an example of how academic 
fashions can change. Higher criticism dominated the aca-



d e m ic  s tu d y  o f  th e  B ib le  u n til th e  la s t q u a r te r  o f  

th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry . Its to o ls , lik e  th e  h is to r i

c a l-c r i t ic a l  m e th o d , e m p lo y e d  th e  a n a ly s is  o f  

fo rm s  a n d  s o u rc e s  to  b r e a k  u p  th e  b ib lic a l  te x t  

in to  n u m e ro u s  c o m p e t in g  tr a d it io n s .72 T h is  

o f te n  u n d e rm in e d  tra d itio n a l b e lie fs  a b o u t th e  

d a te , a u th o rsh ip , a n d  h is to r ic ity  o f  b ib lic a l  

b o o k s , w h ic h  is w h y  A d v e n tis ts , lik e  o th e r  c o n 

serv a tiv e  C h r is t ia n s , r e a c te d  d e fe n s iv e ly . S p e c i f 

ic  d o c tr in e s  a n c h o r e d  A d v e n tis ts  in p a rtic u la r  to  

a c o n s e rv a tiv e  p o s it io n : th e  S a b b a th  d e m a n d e d  

th e  h is to r ic ity  o f  th e  P e n ta te u c h ; p r o p h e t ic  

in te r p r e ta t io n  re q u ire d  a s ix th -c e n tu r y  (ra th e r  

th a n  th e  c u s to m a ry  s e c o n d -c e n tu r y )  d a te  fo r  th e  

b o o k  o f  D a n ie l .  S im ila r ly , th e  h a b itu a l r e lia n c e  

o n  p r o o f  te x ts  le d  A d v e n tis ts  to  b e  w a ry  o f  a n y  

d o c tr in e  o f  in s p ir a tio n  th a t  s u g g e s te d  th a t  th e  

B ib le  w as n o t  a c o m p e n d iu m  o f  re v e a le d  p r o p o 

s itio n s  b u t  s im p ly  an  e x p r e s s io n  o f  its au th o rs ' 

e n c o u n te r s  w ith  G o d .73 T h u s  in O ld  T e s ta m e n t  

s tu d ies , A d v e n tis t  s c h o la rs  tr a d it io n a lly  c o n 

c e r n e d  th e m s e lv e s  w ith  a r c h a e o lo g y  an d  

c h r o n o lo g y , a n d  in  th e  N e w  T e s ta m e n t ,  w ith  

lin g u is tic  a n d  te x tu a l c r it ic is m .74 In n e ith e r  area  

w as it p o s s ib le  fo r  th e m  

to  d o  su b s ta n tia l th e o lo g ic a l  o r  lite ra r y  w o rk , 

s in c e  t h e i r  c o n s e r v a t iv e  p r e s u p p o s i t io n s  w e re  

n o t  sh a re d  b y  m o s t  o f  th e  a c a d e m ic  w o rld .

N o n e t h e le s s ,  in  t h e  1960s A d v e n tis ts  

a c c e p t e d  t h e  g e n e r a l  c a s e  fo r  a n  a c a d e m ic  

a p p r o a c h  to  t h e  B ib le  a n d  b e g a n  to  d i f f e r e n t i 

a te  th e m s e lv e s  fro m  fu n d a m e n ta lis ts  o n  th is  

a c c o u n t .  In  1966, t h e  Seventh-day Adventist 
Encyclopedia c o m p la in e d  t h a t  " fu n d a m e n ta lis ts  

h a v e  ig n o r e d  o r  r e je c t e d  v a lid  f in d in g s  o f  B ib 

l ic a l  s c h o la r s h ip ." 75 A f te r  th is ,  t h e  c h u r c h 's  

m o r e  a d v e n tu r o u s  th e o lo g ia n s  p u s h e d  th in g s  

fu r th e r . W e is s ,  fo r  e x a m p le ,  a r g u e d  th a t  to  

" e q u a te  G o d 's  w o r d  w ith  a b o o k  is t h e  w o r k  

o f  a c o r r u p te d  fa i th  w h ic h  s e ts  fo r  i t s e l f  an  

id o l ." 76 T h e  t h e o lo g ia n  J e r r y  G la d s o n  s u g g e s t 

e d  in  1985 t h a t  t h e  B ib le  w a s  a b o o k  o f  o n ly  

" lim ite d  in e r r a n c y ,"  a n d  in  1991 A ld e n  

T h o m p s o n ,  p r o fe s s o r  o f  b ib l ic a l  s tu d ie s  a t th e  

d e n o m in a t io n 's  W a l la  W a l la  C o l l e g e  in  

W a s h in g t o n ,  fo u n d  in  S c r ip tu r e  "a  g e n e r o u s

s p r in k l in g  o f  h u m a n  'im p e r fe c t io n s .  ' 7 S ix  

y e a r s  la te r  a n o t h e r  W a l la  W a l la  p r o fe s s o r ,

John Brunt, spelled out the philosophy that 
informed these critical approaches to the 
Bible, which was that "without reason, there 
can be no understanding of Scripture."78

But no sooner had these attitudes gained 
footholds in the denomination than church 
leaders took steps to restore the traditional 
authority of the Bible in the Adventist com 
munity. In 1986, in what became known as 
the "Rio Document," the church formally 
banned the use of the historical-critical 
method.'9 And in 1996, the statement criticiz
ing fundamentalists for ignoring the findings 
of biblical scholarship was quietly, but telling
ly, dropped from the third edition of the SDA 
Encyclopedia.80 Church scholars, too, felt they 
needed to do something to bridge the widen
ing chasm between themselves and the laity. 
This sentiment produced the Bible Amplifier 
series, in which they endeavored to write 
readable commentaries on all sixty-six books 

of the Bible for the man or woman in the 
pew. They published fourteen volumes 
between 1994 and 1997, but the initiative was 
aborted due to lack of interest among Adven
tist members.81

However, there were two notably more 
successful efforts to return to a "plain reading" 
of the Bible. One was The Clear Word Bible, a 
paraphrase of the entire Scriptures by Jack J. 
Blanco, chair of the religion department at the 
denomination's Southern College, in 1994.82 It 

was written in chapter and verse form, like a 
traditional Bible but incorporated Ellen 
White's interpretations in the text. It was 
viewed as distorted by some, and the "Bible" 
part of the title was dropped in subsequent 
editions. Nonetheless, this was a highly popu
lar first attempt at writing an "Adventist" 
Bible.83 The other initiative was made by an 
Adventist doctoral student, Samuel Koran- 
teng-Pipim, who published the book Receiving 
the Word in 1996. Aimed particularly at Alden 
Thompson, the author argued that in "study -
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ing the Scriptures, reason must be humble 

enough to accept and obey what it finds in 
those sacred pages."84 Like The Clear Word Bible, 
Pipim's book sold in large numbers. But 
Brunts feeling was that the Bible did not fare 
well in the church in the 1990s.85 While Pipim 
blamed Thompson for this state of affairs, 
Brunt blamed Pipim.86

These squabbles were soon overtaken, how
ever, by new developments in biblical studies 
that came to fruition in the 1990s. Drawing on 
postmodernist literary theories like poststruc
turalism, narratology, and reader-response crit
icism, new academic approaches to the Bible 
stopped trying to take the text apart and 
accepted it at face value.87 Such trends were 
resisted by some Adventists, such as Norman 
R. Gulley, who perceived a threat to the 
church's propositional understanding of inspi
ration in his mammoth Systematic Theology 88 But 
other Adventist theologians recognized that 
such an approach permitted the re-coloniza
tion of biblical studies by conservative evan
gelicals. Fernando L. Canale (pictured, left], a 
professor at the Adventist seminary at 
Andrews University, considered that postmod
ern criticism provided "an opportunity to show 
how the interpretation of the epistemological 
origin of theological knowledge could be 
attempted on the basis of faithfulness to the 
sola Scriptura principle rather than to a philo
sophical or scientific teaching."89 For the first 
time an Adventist Old Testament scholar, Lau
rence Turner, was able to write a volume in a 
well-known academic commentary series with
out fearing for his job. Instead of looking for 
things that were "inconsistent, redundantly 
repetitious or contradictory," Turner 
approached Genesis from a "holistic final form 
perspective" focusing on intertextuality, plot, 
characterization, and ambiguity. As a conse
quence, he did not have to discuss the book's 
date or sources, and the text was "allowed to 
display its integrity as a cohesive composi
tion," almost as though (as Adventists had 
always argued) Moses had written it himself.90

It w a s  d u e  to  a s im ila r  m a n e u v e r  t h a t  E l le n  

W h i t e  s ta r te d  to  e m e r g e  fr o m  t h e  c lo u d  s h e  

h a d  b e e n  u n d e r  s in c e  Questions on Doctrine.
A f te r  F r e d  V e ltm a n 's  e x h a u s t iv e  r e p o r t  

a p p e a r e d  in  1988, A d v e n t is t  w r ite r s  o n  E lle n  

W h i t e  w ip e d  t h e  s la te  c le a n  a n d  s ta r te d  a g a in . 

In  1996 th e  h is to r ia n  G e o r g e  K n ig h t ,  in  th e  

f ir s t  o f  a fo u r -v o lu m e  s e r ie s  o n  t h e  p r o p h e te s s ,  

b e g a n  w ith  th e  q u e s t io n  " W h o  is E lle n  

W h i t e ? "  a n d  p r o c e e d e d  to  r e in t r o d u c e  h e r  to  

th e  A d v e n t is t  p u b lic  w ith  b a r e ly  a n  a c k n o w l

e d g m e n t  o f  r e c e n t  c o n t r o v e r s ie s .91 T h e  e f f e c t  

o f  m o r e  th a n  t h r e e  d e c a d e s  o f  E lle n  W h i t e  

s c h o la r s h ip  w a s  m o r e  o b v io u s  o n  F d e rb e rt 

D o u g la s s 's  Messenger of the Lord, p u b lis h e d  in  

1998. B u t h is  c o n c lu s io n ,  l ik e  K n ig h t 's ,  w a s  

th a t  " E l le n  W h i t e 's  w r it in g s  s p e a k  p o in te d ly  

to  o u r  d a y , a n d  a re  in c r e a s in g ly  r e le v a n t  in  

th is  e n d - t im e ." 92

N e v e r th e le s s , Messenger of the Lord w as a s ig n if 

ic a n t  p u b lic a t io n . L ik e  th e  n e w  g e n e r a t io n  o f  

b ib lic a l  s c h o la r s  fo r  w h o m  s o u rc e s  w e re  n o t  an 

issu e  s in c e  all te x ts  a re  " in te r te x tu a l” re w ritin g s  

o f  o th e r  te x ts , D o u g la s s  s im u lta n e o u s ly  a c c e p t 

e d  th a t  E lle n  W h i t e  u se d  u n a c k n o w le d g e d  

s o u rc e s  a n d  c le a r e d  h e r  o f  all c h a r g e s  o f  p la g ia 

rism . Fde q u o te d  a s y m p a th e t ic  in v e s t ig a to r  

w h o  a rg u e d : " T h e  c r it ic s  h a v e  m is se d  th e  b o a t  

b a d ly  b y  fo c u s in g  u p o n  M rs . W h ite 's  w r itin g s , 

in s te a d  o f  fo c u s in g  u p o n  th e  m e s sa g e s  in  M rs . 

W h ite 's  w r itin g s . . . . w h e r e  th e  w o rd s  c o m e  

fro m  is re a lly  n o t  th a t  im p o r ta n t .”93 T h is  p r o c e s s  

o f  r e h a b il ita t io n  w as c o m p le te d  tw o  y e a r s  la te r  

b y  th e  d e n o m in a tio n 's  Handbook of Seventh-day 
Adventist Theology. T h is  w o rk  r e v e r te d  to  A n d re a - 

sen 's  id e a  th a t  W h ite 's  p u rp o se  w as to  " p r o te c t  

fro m  d o c tr in a l e r ro r ."94 M o r e  l ib e ra l  v o ic e s  

o b v io u s ly  d is a g r e e d  w ith  th is  v ie w .95 B u t b y  

in d ic a t in g  th a t  s h e  h a d  th e  fin a l s a y  o n  d o c 

tr in e , th e  Handbook o n c e  m o r e  g a v e  E lle n  W h i t e  

m e th o d ic a l  p r io r ity  a b o v e  h u m a n  re a s o n  an d , 

d e s p ite  th e  usual c a v e a ts  to  th e  c o n tr a r y , a b o v e  

th e  B ib le  as w e ll. A t th e  s a m e  t im e , th e  n u m 

b e rs  o f  y o u n g e r  A d v e n tis ts  b e lie v in g  th a t  E lle n  

W h i t e  w as a tru e  p r o p h e t  r o s e  fro m  53 p e r c e n t  

in 1991 to  73 p e r c e n t  in 1997.96



T h e  s tr u c tu r e  o f  a u th o r i ty  w ith in  A d v e n 

t is m  h a s , f r o m  t h e  t im e  o f  W i l l ia m  M ille r ,  

g o n e  t h r o u g h  n u m e r o u s  p e r m u ta t io n s .  F o r  

M i l le r ,  r e a s o n  c a m e  f ir s t ;  i t  e x p o u n d e d  th e  

B ib le ,  a n d  v is io n s  w e r e  d is r e g a r d e d . T h e  

G r e a t  D is a p p o in t m e n t  in v e r te d  th is  o r d e r ; 

v is io n s  e x p o u n d e d  t h e  B ib le ,  a n d  r e a s o n  w a s  

d is r e g a r d e d . T h e  s p r e a d  o f  E lle n  W h i t e 's  p u b 

l is h e d  w o r k  th e n  a l lo w e d  th is  o r d e r  to  s t a b i 

l iz e ,  w ith  t h e  T e s t im o n ie s  c la r i f y in g  th e  

S c r ip tu r e s .  T h e  m o d e r n is t  c h a l le n g e  to  th e  

B ib le  a l ig n e d  A d v e n t is m  w ith  fu n d a m e n ta lis m  

a n d  m a d e  t h e  B ib le  a n d  t h e  T e s t im o n ie s  

m u tu a lly  e x p la n a to r y .  T h e  A d v e n t is t  

e n c o u n t e r  w ith  e v a n g e l ic a l is m , b o t h  o u ts id e  

a n d  in s id e  t h e  d e n o m in a t io n ,  c r e a t e d  e m b a r 

r a s s m e n t  a n d  fr u s tr a t io n  a b o u t  t h e  w a y  th e  

s p ir it  o f  p r o p h e c y  w a s  u s e d . T h e  o p e n  s e a s o n  

o n  E lle n  W h i t e  r e s e a r c h  th a t  fo l lo w e d  m a d e  

r e a s o n  a n d  t h e  B ib le  h e r  tw o  ju d g e s .  A n d  a f te r  

t h e  c h u r c h  a c c e p t e d  t h e  l e g i t im a c y  o f  b ib l ic a l  

s c h o la r s h ip ,  r e a s o n  b e c a m e  t h e  a r b i te r  o f  th e  

S c r ip tu r e s  as w e ll ,  p r o v o k in g  an  a n g r y  r e a c 

t io n  fr o m  c o n s e r v a t iv e  A d v e n t is ts .  A t  t h e  tu rn  

o f  t h e  c e n tu r y ,  th e s e  t e n s io n s  w e r e  fa d in g , 

th a n k s  to  n e w  a p p r o a c h e s  to  l i t e r a r y  te x ts .  

T h i s  a ls o  a l lo w e d  W h i t e  to  s h a k e  o f f  h e r  c r i t 

ic s , to  w in  n e w  s u p p o r t  a m o n g  th e  m e m b e r 

s h ip , a n d  to  r e c la im  h e r  p la c e  as t h e  c h u r c h 's  

f in a l s o u r c e  o f  a u th o r ity .

T h e s e  d e v e lo p m e n ts  w e r e  all p r o m p te d  b y  

s p e c i f ic  h is to r ic a l  e v e n ts ,  b u t  it  is p o s s ib le  to  

o b s e r v e  s e v e r a l  p a t te r n s .  A  m a jo r  r e s t r u c tu r in g  

o f  a u th o r i ty  u s u a lly  ta k e s  p la c e  w h e n  e x is t in g  

s o u r c e s  o f  a u th o r i ty  fa il to  g e n e r a te  c le a r - c u t  

a n s w e rs , as w a s  t h e  c a s e  in  t h e  1840s, 1960s, 
a n d  t h e  1990s. T h e  r is e  o f  an  a l te r n a t iv e  

s o u r c e  o f  a u th o r ity  is u s u a lly  f a c i l i t a te d  b y  

a p p e a l t o  t h e  o n e  t h a t  is b e in g  d is r e g a r d e d . 

T h u s ,  t h e  e a r ly  A d v e n t is ts  s u b je c te d  E lle n  

W h i t e  to  e m p ir ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n ,  th e  s c h o la r s  

in  th e  1960s a n d  70s q u o te d  W h i t e  a b o u t  th e  

n e e d  fo r  "n e w  l ig h t ” in  t h e  c h u r c h ,  a n d  r e c e n t  

c o m m e n t a t o r s  h a v e  u s e d  s e c u la r  t h e o r y  to  

fre e  th e m s e lv e s  fro m  h ig h e r  c r i t i c i s m .97 T h is  

d e p e n d e n c e  o f  n e w  a u th o r it ie s  o n  t h e  o ld

b u ild s  in s ta b i l i ty  in to  th e  s y s te m . If o n e  

s o u r c e  fa ils  t o  p r o v id e  th e  a n s w e rs , i t  c a n  

a lw a y s  b e  u n d e r m in e d  b y  t h e  s o u r c e  t h a t  g a v e  

it  a u th o r ity  in  t h e  f ir s t  p la c e .

In  o t h e r  w o r d s , A d v e n t is t  id e o lo g y  is 

d e f in e d  b y  a p r o c e s s  in  w h ic h  r e a s o n , p r o p h e 

c y , a n d  S c r ip tu r e  a re  c o n s t a n t ly  b a t t l in g  e a c h  

o t h e r  fo r  p r io r ity .  T o d a y  it  w o u ld  s e e m  t h a t  

t h e  v is io n s  o f  E lle n  W h i t e  h a v e  p r e v a ile d  o v e r  

t h e  c o m p e t in g  im p e r a t iv e s  o f  t h e  o t h e r  tw o  

s o u r c e s .  B u t th is  is n o t  to  s a y  t h a t  th e  

d e m a n d s  o f  h u m a n  r e a s o n  o r  t h e  a p p e a ls  o f  

t h e  B ib le  m a y  n o t  b e c o m e  d o m in a n t  o n c e  

m o r e .  T h e  c h u r c h 's  s o u r c e s  o f  a u th o r ity  a re  

a lw a y s  in t e r c h a n g in g ,  a n d  it  is th is  p h e n o m e 

n o n , as m u c h  as a n y t h in g  e ls e ,  t h a t  a llo w s  

A d v e n t is m  c o n s t a n t ly  to  r e d e f in e  i t s e l f  w i t h 

o u t  u n d e r m in in g  its  o w n  id e n t i ty .  ■

Malcolm Bull teaches at Oxford University. Keith Lock
hart is a London-based journalist.
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