
Point of the Spear: Adventist Liberalism and the Study of Ellen

White in the 19 70s I b y  b e n ja m in  m c a r t h u r

revisit of musty archives and tireless redaction criticism. 
But more was at work here. The story begins at a point 
in Adventist higher education when the promise of a

scholarship wedded to the service of the 
church appeared bright. The honey- 
moon was fleeting. It soon became 
apparent that a rigorous historical self- 
scrutiny would confront a religious tradi- 

tion fearful of its conclusions.

hen Donald McAdams 

graduated from 
Columbia Union Col- 

lege in 1963, he head- 
ed south to Durham, North Carolina, to 
study British history at Duke University. 
Son of the associate publishing director at 

the General Conference, McAdams envi- 
sioned a career for himself within Adven- 
tist education. He didn't imagine 
undertaking a groundbreaking study of 
his church's prophetess, certainly not as 

he attended the evangelistic effort of 
Archer Livengood at the Durham church. 

But when the conference evangelist 
began reciting facts from the French Rev- 
olution, McAdams, then taking a course 

in the subject, spotted inaccuracies. Diplomatically point- 
ing these out after the sermon, he was invited to Liven- 
good s trailer, where the veteran preacher pulled off the 
shelf a well-worn copy of Great Controversy and confidently 
displayed the evidence for his statements. For the 
moment, McAdams was trumped. But he got his first hint 
that problems existed in our church's "canon” and filed 

away a resolve to give the matter study.3

as any arena of Adventist scholarship in the 

past forty years been more consequential— 
or more controversial—than the study of 
Ellen White's use of liter- 

ary sources? If acceptance of her liter- 
ary borrowing is now a commonplace, 
it is only so because of some excellent 
research accomplished by Adventist 
scholars in the 1970s and 1980s. Their 
conclusions need no retelling here.
Suffice it to say, we have learned that 
inspiration is more complex and more 
subject to human elements than our 

naive, earlier view held.1
We are now more than a quarter 

century past the appearance of Ronald 
Numbers's Prophetess of Health: Ellen G.
White and the Origins of Seventh-day Adven- 
tist Health Reform (1976) and Walter 
Rea's The White Lie (1982), the two most 
controversial publications on her 
work.2 My interest here is with an 

aspect of the story not previously told: 
the inception of Ellen White research 

at Andrews University and the White 
Estate's response to it. This article 
focuses on the work of a young histori- 
an at Andrews, Donald R. McAdams (pictured above). 
Because he never published his research, his contributions, 
though widely discussed in academic circles, were less 
familiar to the broader Adventist public than the writings 
of Numbers or Rea. But McAdams's work was an influen- 
tial part of the outpouring of White scholarship in the 

1970s and beyond.
On one level, my account may seem little more than a
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late 1960s witnessed a shaking within GRI, which would 

eventuate in new leadership and a move to Loma Linda.5

Another manifestation of Adventism's brief fling with 

liberalism—and one with a direct impact on Ellen White 

scholarship—came in an unlikely place: the Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological Seminary. Like the GRI, the semi- 
nary became home to some talented and probing scholars 
in the 1960s. New Testament faculty, in particular, pushed 
the envelope in their presentation to students of contem- 

porary biblical criticism. And the newly created Depart- 
ment of Christian Ethics, headed by Roy Branson, 

promoted a brand of social ethics that challenged students' 

conservative assumptions. A small minority of seminary 

students, themselves caught up in the Zeitgeist of the six- 
ties, found the atmosphere exhilarating and career altering. 
But many seminarians found the curriculum too challeng- 

ing, both academically and theologically. When com- 
plaints mounted and General Conference leadership 
intervened, there followed the most pointed shuffling of 
personnel in the seminary's history: reassignments, resigna- 
tions, and in at least one case, outright release.6

Even though theological backlash in the seminary was 

imminent by the time McAdams arrived in Berrien 
Springs, Andrews remained a place of amazing intellectual 

ferment—at least by the standards of normally quiescent 
Adventist campuses. The activism included a threatened 

nuclear option by an aroused cabal of Andrews faculty. 
Upset by the seminary housecleaning, they made noises 
about establishing a chapter of the aggressive American 
Association of University Professors. Andrews administra- 
tors would not, of course, entertain any thought of allow- 
ing a labor advocacy group on campus and quickly 
squelched the movement.׳

But the atmosphere was usually more congenial than 
confrontational. The intellectual excitement of the place 
was born witness by many faculty who were there. Even a 
callow freshman such as myself, arriving on campus in 

1969, could sense the energy. The "Andrews Project,” so 
to speak, was confidently expressed by Donald McAdams 
in a centennial-year chapel talk in early 1974, seeking to 
persuade students of the special task of their time and 
place. "Andrews," McAdams insisted, "not the General 
Conference in Washington, Andrews is the spearpoint of 
change in the Adventist church.׳fi

In the early 1970s, the nature of Ellen White's inspira- 
tion became a frequent target of the spear. This was so not

Completing his Ph.D., McAdams joined the Andrews 

University History Department in 1967. He arrived at an 

opportune moment, when, to paraphrase Wordsworth, 
Seventh-day Adventism was "seeming born again.” North 

American Adventism in the 1950s and 1960s exuded self- 

confidence: growing in numbers, theologically unified, 

and still relatively untroubled by challenges of ethnic plu- 
ralism. The church was happy to accept the invitation of 

Donald Barnhouse to join the fraternity of Evangelicals. 
Eschatological beliefs notwithstanding, Adventist leaders 

could not help but share with other Americans the preva- 
lent post-World War II belief in social progress and the 

ability of higher education to lead the way. Seventh-day 

Adventism felt poised to attain cultural respect such as it 
had never known.

Andrews University (1960) and Loma Linda University 
(1961) were the institutional expressions of this confi- 

dence. The desire for graduate education, in particular to 
prepare teachers and clergy, was the driving force behind 
the establishment of Andrews. With the arrival of Richard 
Hammill as president in 1963, the young university began 
making quick strides. Hammill, himself trained in Old 
Testament studies at the University of Chicago, had a 

vision of an Adventist higher education that included rig- 

orous scholarship. Excellence would require a purposeful 
recruitment of faculty talent, a task Hammill pursued more 
energetically than previously seen in Adventist higher edu- 
cation. Library enhancements and the pursuit of profes- 
sional accreditation for various departments followed. 
Andrews, though not a Berkeley or Cornell University, 
seemed on its way to embodying an Adventist version of 
the modern liberal university.4

Another indication of the church's newfound confi- 
dence in scholarship was the establishment of the Geo- 
science Research Institute (GRI), modestly begun in 1958, 
then expanded in the 1960s. Church leaders believed that 

the first-rate team of biologists, paleontologists, and geolo- 
gists assembled at Andrews could substantiate young-earth 
creationism. Alas, the church's best and brightest, sporting 
advanced degrees from Harvard, California, Wisconsin, 
and Princeton, came to heterodox conclusions. After a 
geology field tour to the Rockies in 1968, where General 
Conference president Robert H. Pierson was exposed to 
the scientific problems of the young-earth theory, he 

issued a ukase stipulating that the GRI was to be con- 
cerned with apologetics, not problems. Subsequently, the



The ongoing published exchanges remind us that Spec- 
trum magazine was birthed alongside the scholarly scrutiny 

of Ellen White. The Association of Adventist Forums and 
its journal sought to create through conversation and print 

a true Adventist intellectual community. Although the 

association would come to be stereotyped as the quintes- 
sential left wing of the church, it should be recalled that in 
its early years Spectrum published such mainstream church 
figures as Raoul Dederen, Richard Hammill, Edward Hep- 
penstall, and Arthur White.

illiam Peterson's foray into Ellen White 
studies began and ended with his article 
and response to critics. Indeed, his 
association with Adventist education 

ended soon after. Having published one scholarly book 
and with another in the pipeline, he possessed credentials 
that made him an attractive figure in the booming aca- 

demic market of the early 1970s. Furthermore, the contro- 
versy surrounding his Spectrum article made him, by his 

own account, an outcast on the Andrews campus. Some 
colleagues preferred not to be seen with him. Thus, drawn 
by scholarly ambition and driven by disillusionment, 
Peterson decamped for the University of Maryland in 
1971, where he enjoyed a productive career in its English 
Department until retirement in 2004.n

But Donald McAdams was ready to continue what 
Peterson had begun. While preparing for a Sabbath after- 
noon student book club discussion of A. G. Dickens's 
recent study, the English Reformation, McAdams made a 
serendipitous find. Dickens, against prevailing scholarly 
fashion, argued for a religious rather than political inter- 
pretation of the English Reformation. Might Ellen White 
have been ahead of her time with her similar understand- 
ing? Intrigued, McAdams undertook an examination of 
Great Controversy's chapter fourteen, which dealt with that 
event. He looked at only the first five pages of the chap- 
ter, but from that short excerpt he anticipated most of the 
findings of his more extensive later research. The over- 
whelming quantity of White's words, for example, were 
plucked directly from Protestant historian D'Aubigne (with 
a few bows to John Foxe). The stmcture of her history fol- 
lowed theirs almost completely, and—not surprisingly— 

she understood the movement as purely a religious one.
What did McAdams conclude about all this? That Mrs.

only because of McAdams's experience at Duke but also 

because of the frustration of some seminary professors 

who were confronted by student complaints that their bib- 
lical interpretations occasionally diverged from Ellen 

White's. In an attempt to defuse this line of argument, Roy 
Branson and Harold Weiss began to ask if Ellen White's 
writings might be usefully contextualized, as was done in 
biblical scholarship. Such a project would be difficult in 

the seminary. It was better left to the humanities depart- 
ments, where the stakes appeared less high. It turned out 

not to be McAdams but his colleague across the hall in the 
English Department, William Peterson, who in the same 
issue of Spectrum as Branson and Weiss's essay undertook 
the first study of Great Controversy sources.9

Peterson, a 1961 Walla Walla graduate, began teaching 
at Andrews in 1962 with only a master's degree. After two 
years, he took a leave for graduate study at Northwestern 
University. He returned in 1966 with doctorate in hand 
and a growing sense of unease. The son of Adventist con- 
verts in the Pacific Northwest, Peterson grew up as an avid 
reader of White's books and a loyal, rather conservative 
Adventist. But a skeptical disposition nurtured at North- 
western and the intellectual ferment at Andrews opened 
his eyes to a troubling tendency in the church to use her 

writings as conversation stoppers. Thus, when discussions 
with McAdams turned to Ellen White (as they frequently 
did), Peterson found intriguing his observations about his- 
torical problems with Great Controversy. A visit to James 
White Library to examine her quoted sources on the 
French Revolution was eye-opening. After McAdams 
assured him that he didn't have time to pursue the research 
just then, Peterson determined to do so himself.10

The result was "A Textual and Historical Study of 
Ellen G. White's Account of the French Revolution.” It 
was a short essay that threw a powerful punch. Peterson 
argued that the chapter depended on sources that were 
hopelessly biased in favor of Protestantism. Further- 
more, he concluded that W hite used them carelessly 
and in a few cases with clear distortion. In sum, Peter- 

son indicted the historical dependability of at least this 
portion of Great Controversy. Moreover, his pointed 
words lacked the usual caution employed in discussing 
Ellen White, which magnified the controversy. Over 
the next several issues of Spectrum, a spokesman for the 
W hite Estate and a young seminarian took Peterson to 

task, and he responded with increased bitterness."
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Adventism were featured in Newsweek and Christianity Today. 

Church leaders bristled under the bad press, and a state- 

ment in the Newsweek piece claiming that many seminary 

faculty doubted a six-thousand-year-old earth only added 

to suspicions of academics.15

Not only church politics but also his being in line for 
an administrative post at Andrews (unrealized) gave 

McAdams pause. Ellen W hite scholarship could be poi- 

son. Better to avoid hints of theological unsoundness. 
The vice president for academic administration at 

Andrews, a mentor of McAdams from college, didn't 

even want to see his research. McAdams's father, now 
director of the General Conference Publishing Depart- 

ment, after reading his son's early paper advised him to 

show it to no one, lest his denominational future be 
jeopardized. Respect for his father always tempered 

McAdams's inclination to push ahead.16
Thus, instead of seeking publication, in mid-1971 he 

returned to the library for more research. This time, he 

examined Great Controversy’s chapter six on John Huss and 
the Bohemian Reformation. In a fit of labor, McAdams 

completed a 105-page study by mid-December.17 He was 

more sure than ever of his findings. It would be necessary, 

he felt, for the White Estate and Adventists generally to 
revise their belief that all Great Controversy's historical 
description came from vision. Indeed, virtually none of its 
history came from visions, but instead from earlier histori- 
ans. The inspired passages were limited to descriptions of 

supernatural activities of Christ and Satan.
These conclusions, disquieting though McAdams knew 

they would be, were not intended to destroy faith. Rather, 
he was always at pains to emphasize that Mrs. White her- 
self acknowledged indebtedness in the book's Introduction: 
"The great events which have marked the progress of 

reform in past ages are matters of history, well known and 
universally acknowledged by the Protestant world;" she had 
written, "they are facts which none can gainsay. This histo- 
ry I have presented briefly, in accordance with the scope of 
the book." McAdams understood these words to be impor- 
tant qualifiers to her claims about inspiration.18

His strong convictions notwithstanding, McAdams once 
again resisted publication. Instead, he circulated eight 
copies among his academic circle in the following months. 
At this point, he considered his work finished. He had 
proven to his satisfaction that Ellen White utilized histori- 
cal sources extensively.19

White’s history was essentially a condensation of other his- 

torians. He concluded that these historians, as Peterson 

had already established, were overwhelmingly anti- 

Catholic, which influenced her to ignore the not-uncom- 
mon Protestant persecution of Catholics. He also 

concluded that, notwithstanding the above problems, Great 
Controversy may still be considered an inspired work. Her 

inspiration, asserts McAdams, lies not in the history she 

summarizes but in the religious meaning she imparts to it, 
the contest between God and Satan. The Holy Spirit pro- 

vided her the "big picture" rather than particular facts. If 

there had been disillusionment over the fact of her exten- 

sive literary borrowing, McAdams concluded in an accom- 

panying paper, it was because the church failed to take her 

introductory disclaimer at face value.18
McAdams undertook his research with a sense of por- 

tentousness. Doubts about Adventist prophetic interpreta- 

tion circulated among some Andrews faculty, and 
McAdams himself became convinced that without White's 

endorsement traditional prophetic views would be unten- 
able. "It all rests on EGW," he recorded in his journal in 

1971, "and it is not surprising that she is so much today the 

object of attention on the part of Adventist thinkers." 

McAdams's sense of professional mission was abetted by 
his outrage over perceived injustices being meted out to 
colleagues who questioned orthodoxy. "I am tired of being 

patient," he confided to himself.14
Yet Donald McAdams proved to be the very model of 

patience. He did not rush his work to Spectrum or any other 
organ. His caution rested on both practical and personal 
reasons. Partly it sprang from the charged atmosphere at 
Andrews during the 1970-71 school year, a volatile mix of 
spirituality and suspicion. A revival had swept campus at 
the beginning of fall term, one that soon spread to other 

Adventist campuses. The student activism of the previous 
few years faded, replaced by religious outreach activities. 
Board members and General Conference officials were 
delighted by developments. Still, at the constituency meet- 
ing in January to choose a new board, suspicions about fac- 
ulty among some General Conference leaders were clear.

Faculty, on their part, felt the proceedings were yet 
another example of authoritarian leadership. McAdams, 
though sharing this discontent, was nonetheless pleased to 
hear that Robert Pierson singled him out among faculty as 

one who brought students closer to Christ. Later that 
spring, articles on theological and racial disputes within



M cA d am s c o n f id e d  to  h is jou rn a l. "I h av e  se lec ted  m y  ju ry  

w ell. If th e  C h u rc h  c a n n o t tak e  th is , g iven  in th e  p riv a te  

w ay , th e n  it is h a rd ly  w o rth  m y  d ed ica tio n . If it 'ru ins' m e, 

i.e. b lo ck s  ad m in is tra tio n , so b e  it."22 T h u s  b e g a n  h is m ulti- 

y e a r  e n c o u n te r  w ith  th e  "b re th re n  o f exp erien ce"  (A rth u r 

W h ite 's  te rm ), a n e g o tia te d  e ffo rt to  se t th e  p a ra m ete rs  of 

Great Controversy's o rig ina lity .

E arly  r e s p o n s e s  w e re  e n c o u ra g in g . R ic h a rd  H a m m ill  

a c c e p te d  h is  th e s is  ( th o u g h  in h is  c a u tio u s  m a n n e r  

s u g g e s te d  M c A d a m s  d e p o s i t  th e  p a p e r  in  Ja m e s  W h i te  

L ib ra ry 's  H e r i ta g e  R o o m  w ith  a f iv e -y e a r  lo c k  o n  it). 

C h a r le s  H ir s c h  a n d  R o n a ld  G ra y b ill  p h o n e d  th e i r  c o n -  

c u r re n c e . E v en  tr a d i t io n a l is t  c h u rc h  h is to r ia n  M e rv y n  

M a x w e ll a g re e d . But A r th u r  W h i te  to o k  a m o re  m eas- 

u r e d  v iew , a n d , p e r  G e n e ra l  C o n f e r e n c e  c u s to m , 

a p p o in te d  a c o m m itte e  to  e x a m in e  M c A d a m s 's  w o rk . 

"T h e  c o m m itte e  is s ta c k e d ,” M c A d a m s  m u se d , "an d  I 

k n o w  w h a t  I c a n  e x p e c t ." 23

N o n e th e le ss , h is  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  A rth u r  W h ite  w as 

co rd ia l. W h ite  w as p le ase d  th a t  h e  h a d  c h o se n  n o t to  

sh a re  h is find ings b e y o n d  th e  b re th re n  ( th o u g h  h e  d id  

o n c e  ch id e  M cA d am s fo r se n d in g  a c o p y  to  o th e rs  n o t o n  

th e  re a d in g  c o m m itte e —an in d ic a tio n  o f th e  p ro p rie ta ry  

c o n tro l W h i te  assu m ed  o v er  th e  research ). In d eed , W h ite  

w as a lm o st ap o lo g e tic . "As I rea d  w h a t y o u  h av e  w ritte n , it 

b ec am e  v e ry  c lea r to  m e  th a t  I h a d  fa iled  y o u , D o n , a n d  

o th e rs  o f o u r  h is to ry  m e n ,” h e  w ro te , "in n o t m a k in g  avail- 

ab le  d o c u m e n ta tio n  w h ic h  su p p o rts  th e  v ie w p o in t w h ic h  

seem s v e ry  c lea r to  us w h o  w o rk  in th e  W h i te  E state." "Let 

m e  te ll y o u , D o n , th a t  w e  re c o g n iz e  th a t  th e re  are p ro b - 

lem s. W e  h av e  alw ays re c o g n iz e d  th is."

T h e  c o rd ia lity  c o u ld  n o t d isgu ise, h o w ev e r, an  in te rp re -  

tive d iffe ren ce  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  m en . M c A d am s b e liev e d  

th a t  E llen W h ite  a d m itte d  in Great Controversy's in tro d u c -  

tio n  th a t  m u c h  o f th e  narra tiv e  w as n o t  th e  p ro d u c t of 

in sp ira tio n . "T h e  h is to rica l w o rk  th a t  is d e sc r ib e d  [b y  E llen 

W h ite ]  as b e in g  seen  seem s to  b e , in all b u t tw o , q u ite  

c lea rly  ac tiv ities o f C h r is t a n d  his ange ls  o r  S a tan  an d  his 

angels." W h ite 's  in sp ired  c o m m en ts , in M cA dam s's  view , 

w ere  re s tr ic te d  to  m e tap h y s ica l even ts . But A rth u r  W h ite  

c o n te n d e d  th a t  lite ra ry  b o rro w in g s  w ere  s im p ly  am plifica- 

tio n s  o f th in g s  seen  in v ision . W h i te  w as c o n f id e n t th a t  

s ta te m e n ts  b y  b o th  M rs. W h i te  a n d  h e r  so n  (h is fa th e r)  

W illie  w o u ld  co n firm  th is  view . As fo r h e r  o ccas io n a l 

e rro rs  o f fact, th e se  h e  read ily  c o n c e d e d  as b e in g  o f no  

m o re  s ign ificance  th a n  sim ilar fac tual c o n tra d ic tio n s  o n e

M cA dam s's  d ec is io n  to  use acad em ic  b ac k  ch an n e ls  

m e a n t a s lo w er c ircu la tio n  o f h is a rg u m en t. But such  

m ean s  w ere  safer a n d  h e ld  p ro m ise  o f b e in g  b e t te r  ab le  to  

effec t c h a n g e  a m o n g  A d v en tis t th o u g h t  leaders. H e  cer- 

ta in ly  h a d  rea so n  fo r c o n fid e n ce , k n o w in g  h e  w asn 't th e  

o n ly  o n e  p u rsu in g  th is  ag en d a . A t th e  1971 c o n v e n tio n  of 

th e  A m erican  H is to ric a l A sso c ia tio n  ( in c o n v e n ie n tly  h e ld  

ev e ry  y e a r  b e tw e e n  C h ris tm as  a n d  N e w  Y ear's), as he , 

W illiam  P e te rso n , an d  R o n a ld  N u m b ers  g a th e re d  for 

lu n ch , ta lk  tu rn e d  en th u s ia s tic a lly  to  th e  W h ite  p ro jec t. 

N u m b ers , th e n  te a c h in g  a t L om a L inda U n iv e rs ity  M ed - 

ical S ch o o l, w o u ld  so o n  b eg in  re sea rch  o n  w h a t w o u ld  

b e c o m e  th e  b lo c k b u s te r  o f th e  en tire  W h ite  s tu d y  en te r-  

p rise , Prophetess of Health.20
A d v en tis t h is to rian s  w ere  in te re s te d  in m o re  th a n  E llen 

W h ite . T h e  ea rly  1970s w itn e ssed  th e  c o m in g  o f ag e  o f 

th e  A d v en tis t h is to ric a l p ro fe ss io n  (a n o th e r  m a n ifes ta tio n  

o f th e  g ro w th  o f in te lle c tu a l co m m u n itie s  w ith in  A d v en tis t 

h ig h e r  e d u c a tio n ). D u rin g  th e  1972 A H A  c o n v e n tio n  in 

N e w  O rlea n s , th e  A sso c ia tio n  o f S e v e n th -d a y  A d v en tis t 

H is to r ia n s  (A S D A H ) w as fo rm ed . T h e  in itia l m e e tin g  

o c c a s io n e d  w h a t rem a in s  A S D A H 's  g rea te s t c o n trib u tio n : 

a re c o m m e n d a tio n  th a t  th e  G en e ra l C o n fe re n c e  es tab lish  

an  a rch ive  fo r th e  p rese rv a tio n  o f c h u rc h  rec o rd s  an d  

papers . M c A d am s h a d  d isc o v e red  th e  ch u rch 's  a lm o st to ta l 

lack  o f sy s tem a tic  re c o rd  k e e p in g  a n d  p re p a re d  a s ix -page 

d o c u m e n t d e ta ilin g  a co m p re h e n s iv e  rec o rd s  m a n a g e m e n t 

p ro g ram . H is  co lleag u es  co n c u rre d , as d id  A rth u r  W h ite  

(in a t te n d a n c e  a t M cA dam s's u rg in g ). W h ite 's  c o n c e rn s  

ab o u t u n c o n tro l le d  use o f m a teria ls  led  to  so m e to n in g  

d o w n  o f th e  p ro p o sa l, b u t h is su p p o r t w as n o  d o u b t cm - 

cial to  its ra p id  a d o p tio n  b y  th e  G en e ra l C o n fe re n c e  in 

sp rin g  o f 1973. W h a t  th is  w o u ld  u ltim a te ly  m ean  fo r facil- 

i ta tin g  A d v en tis t h is to rica l sch o la rsh ip  c o u ld  scarce ly  b e  

im a g in e d .21

o n a ld  M cA dam s's reso lv e  to  lim it c ircu la- 

tio n  o f h is s tu d y  to  a h an d fu l o f tm s te d  

acad em ics la s te d  o n ly  a year. H e  felt co m - 

p e lled  to  th ru s t h is sp ear fa r th e r  afield. By 

F eb ru ary  1973, h e  h a d  se n t a c o p y  to  to p  ad m in is tra to rs  at 

A n d rew s an d  th e  Lake U n io n , to  th e  W h ite  E sta te  an d  

Review and Herald ed ito rs . H e  d id  th is  in th e  face o f w arn - 

ings from  h is w ife a n d  from  his m e n to r , G ra d y  S m o o t, an d  

d e sp ite  h is o w n  po litica l c au tio n . "I feel I h a d  to  d o  it,"
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while the derivative material from Wylie came to comprise 
almost the entire chapter?26

By the fall of 1973, with the evidence from the Huss 
chapter manuscript now included, "Ellen G. White and 
the Protestant Historians" began to assume its final form. 

The White Estate had not released the newly cited mate- 
rial, so McAdams was not free to distribute it as he 
wished. He had already decided that summer against 

going public with it. Too many people would be hurt by 
the abrupt revelations. Rather, McAdams kept his faith in 

a scholarly trickle-down effect: persuade the reasonable 
folk at the higher reaches of church leadership and let 

hard truths flow from there. In his most candid personal 
moments, McAdams admitted that his work might nour- 
ish skepticism about White—even within himself. But 
truth must be served.27

For the moment, though, all roads ran through Arthur 
White. McAdams sent him a penultimate draft that fall. "I 
believe you will find my original thesis, which argued that 

Ellen White based her historical work on Wylie, rein- 
forced. Indeed, I cannot see how else we can explain such 

an abundance of data." Graybill, who was also in the 

loop, enthused to McAdams, "A stupendous piece of 
work!" He advised on some tempering revisions, appar- 
ently in the belief that the entire manuscript would soon 
be published. Arthur White's reply in November was pre- 
dictably more guarded, even defensive. He implored 
McAdams to avoid harsh conclusions about his grand- 
mother's literary competence from the one manuscript.

He believed it not representative of her corpus of writ- 
ings. The limitations of her education must always be 
remembered. "I am sometimes a bit appalled," White 
scolded, "when men who have had the great privileges as 
you and others of our day have had, pass judgment on 
such a limited segment of materials examined. Is this par 
for the course on the part of historians?"28

The following spring, McAdams sent off what he 
deemed his final draft. "I am sick of it," he confided to 
Graybill. Indeed, the work had consumed him for 
almost three years. In an Elijah moment, he despaired 

that his labors had "little prospect of it ever changing 
anybody unless it is published," and that seemed unlike- 
ly. He was equally candid with White. "As you know it 
is a dangerous area for Adventists to study. This I con- 
sider a great tragedy. It seems to me that this should be 
one of the areas in which study is encouraged." "Per-

finds in both Testaments (this being a point of apparent 

comfort to White, he appealed to it so often).24

By late spring 1973, another figure in the White Estate 
would become equally essential to McAdams's research. 

Ronald Graybill, La Sierra College graduate, trained at the 
seminary, author of two books on Adventist history, was at 

a young age becoming the scholar-in-residence at the 

White Estate. Capable as a speaker and writer, he was 
proving to be a fresh public face for the stolid organiza- 

tion. In a manner still unperceived by Arthur White, Gray- 
bill represented liberal Adventism's veiled and ultimately 

subversive presence in the sanctum. He understood that 
there were errors in her writings, extending even into 

interpretive matters. But for the moment he remained a 
cautious voice.

He suggested that McAdams would find a more recep- 
tive hearing among his White Estate colleagues if he shad- 

ed his argument. "Instead of saying that this evidence 
demonstrates that she did not see these scenes in vision," 
he wrote to McAdams, "could you not say: The internal 

evidence indicates that Ellen White would not have need- 
ed any visionary experiences to gain the historical facts 

and historical interpretations which she presents in these 

chapters.” The ability to compromise, Graybill urged, 
would improve McAdams's ability to do further research in 
the White material. Graybill further encouraged McAdams 
to visit the White Estate's archives and spend time reassur- 
ing Arthur White about his publishing intentions. He 
hinted at important documents contained therein.25

That opportunity came soon. McAdams was already 
planning to spend the summer in Takoma Park, Maryland, 
beginning research on a history of the Adventist publish- 
ing work. But a trip to the White Estate indeed proved 

instructive. In one of those moments researchers live for, 
McAdams was directed by Graybill to a handwritten sixty- 
four sheet fragment of a draft for Great Controversy’s half- 
chapter on Huss, the very section he had been vetting. If 
any doubts had remained regarding White's extensive use 
of sources, they were put to rest by the manuscript. But 
the rough-hewn, at times almost incoherent writing 
(McAdams labored over its transcription for weeks), raised 
other troubling questions about the degree of editing her 
assistants must have provided to create the 1888 edition. 

And why was it, McAdams wondered, that almost all of 
White's original material, which largely concerned the 
spiritual battles at work in the Reformation, were excised,



that at last he and his colleagues were turning their eyes fully 
upon his manuscript. This was to be a thorough examina- 

tion, asking whether McAdams's sampling was indicative of 

White’s general corpus of work. To this end, Ronald Graybill 

was tasked with analyzing another recently discovered man- 

uscript fragment of White's, a draft for her treatment of 

Luther. (One of the happy side effects of the White Estate's 
being forced into responding to McAdams's work was its 

own insights into how a prophetess worked. It learned, for 

example, that the Huss fragment was 
composed in Europe in preparation of a 
German edition of Great Controversy.) In 

short, it would be well into 1977 before 
the White Estate would be prepared to 
give a definitive statement.32

New urgency was given to their 
efforts when in the spring of 1977 
McAdams received an invitation to 
present his findings to the December 
meeting of the Adventist historians in 
Dallas. The time had come for public 
release, and no better audience exist- 
ed for his inaugural presentation than 
his professional peers. Still, he need- 
ed Arthur White's permission to cite 
the Huss fragment. W hite, who 

repeatedly spoke of the need to assist 
denominational history teachers in 
their presentation of the Spirit of 
Prophecy's workings, could hardly 

refuse. But he wanted McAdams, 
whom he considered part of their 
"team," to join them at headquarters 

in the fall after Annual Council to fine tune his paper.33
Correspondence with Arthur White wasn't McAdams's 

only insight into the shifting political landscape of Tako- 
ma Park. Ronald Graybill provided a sympathetic insider’s 
perspective. He had finished his study of the Luther chap- 
ter and came to conclusions similar to McAdams's. "White 
now accepts this point," Graybill assured him, and "he is 
carrying the ball." Not only did Arthur White have to face 

up to the extensive scope of his grandmother's borrowings, 
he had the uncomfortable job of selling the new ortho- 
doxy to General Conference leadership. He would first 

brief President Pierson privately, then send the findings to 
all White Estate board members. Of course, leadership

haps I am being a bit unfair," McAdams continued, but 

though my scholarship "may not hurt me, [it] has not 

endeared me to anybody." And what would McAdams 
like to see as the fruit of his labors? "The mind I would 

most like to change is yours," he bluntly told White. "I 

would also like to have the Church administration real- 
ize the complexity of the question and perhaps 

acknowledge historical sources at least a little."29

Even at this late date, McAdams continued to abide by 
the White Estate's wishes that he shield 
his work from other eyes (this being a 
condition for obtaining permission to 

transcribe the Huss fragment). This 
required him to implore Ronald Num- 
bers not to cite his paper in his study of 
Ellen White and health reform, just 
accepted for publication that spring by 
Harper and Row. Numbers readily con- 
ceded to his former colleague's request.
He congratulated him on recently 
becoming acting chair of the Andrews 
History Department, wryly adding that 
"when 1 get fired from LLU, you can get 
me a job. After all, you're partially 
responsible for my predicament. "3°

In fact, Numbers's manuscript for 
Prophetess of Health would shoulder aside 
McAdams's for the attention of the White 
Estate. For the next two years, until Num- 
bers's book appeared in 1976, White 
Estate staff members would be involved in 
efforts to critique, forestall, or respond to 
his work. Numbers was the perfect foil to 
McAdams. Whereas the latter sought to preserve the gift of 
prophecy for Ellen White, the former adopted a naturalistic 
posture toward the prophetess. Whereas McAdams worked 
patiently through "the brethren,” Numbers headed straight 
for publication. Whereas McAdams continued to aspire to 

academic administration, Numbers understood that his 
actions would banish him from Adventist academe. Thus, 
although McAdams's manuscript was put on the shelf until 
1976, he and his work scored points with the White Estate 
for proper attitude and procedure. Patience and loyalty fur- 
ther paid off for McAdams when in 1975 he was appointed 
president of Southwestern Adventist College.31

In the summer of 1976, Arthur White wrote McAdams
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to the ASDAH conference, a political bombshell explod- 

ed. The White Estate response had made its way to the 

seminary and, among others, into the hands of Old Testa- 
ment professor Gerhard Hasel.

Hasel was incensed both by McAdams's conclusions 

and by what he considered the White Estate's surrender to 
them. He quickly proceeded to critique both papers, pur- 

porting to show sloppy errors in McAdams's scholarship 

and a failure by the White Estate staff to research the mat- 

ters for themselves.38 Hasel had influential allies in the Bib- 
lical Research Institute, particularly Gordon Hyde, plus 

the sympathies of Robert Pierson. Essentially, Hasel and 

his supporters insisted that Ellen White was both inerrant 
and verbally inspired. Arthur White, the man most respon- 

sible for guarding his grandmother's writings, found him- 

self in the unaccustomed and emotionally stressful position 

of being accused of insufficient diligence in that task. It 
was probably the only time in White Estate history when 

it found itself advocating a revisionist interpretation of 
Ellen White's writings.

White Estate staff, notably Ronald Graybill, respond- 
ed by a full-court press of investigation, including get- 
ting pertinent Latin and Czech sources translated. 

Ultimately, McAdams's scholarship would be vindicated. 
But for the moment, Hasel's challenge empowered those 
General Conference leaders unhappy with the direction 
of things to lean on Arthur White. White, in turn, 
leaned on McAdams at the eleventh hour to postpone 
delivering his paper to ASDAH. "He wants me to give 
him time to win them [Pierson and Hackett] over," 
McAdams notedT’

But McAdams had put off dissemination of his research 
long enough; he was not to be dissuaded. In truth, unau- 
thorized earlier drafts of his study had long circulated. 
What was to be new here was inclusion of the Huss man- 
uscript fragment, which the White Estate had earlier 
given him restricted permission to use in his presentation. 

White was very anxious about the meeting but reluctantly 
agreed that it must happen, appealing (vainly) for further 
revisions in McAdams's paper. The show would go on.40

Adventist historians who traveled to Dallas for the 
annual meeting of the American Historical Association 
gathered in the Dallas Central Church for an early 
evening session. For McAdams, this was the moment he 
had anticipated for years. Not only his professional peers 
attended but also the White Estate staff and a sprinkling of

already knew quite a bit about the disturbing facts. Willis 

Hackett, General Conference vice president, had been 

quoted as saying the McAdams study is "10 times worse" 
than Numbers's.34

By late summer of 1977, the White Estate had pro- 

duced its response to McAdams's research. It was a study 
of amazing thoroughness, right down to word counts (in 

a day before computers trivialized such tasks). It con- 

firmed both extensive reliance on sources and factual 

errors. "These questions are too important to simply 
brush aside and sweep under the rug," wrote Robert 

Olson, "they must be dealt with honestly and frankly."35 

The study sought a confirming middle position between 

the verbal inspiration/infallibility model and a purely 
secular interpretation. "It is our understanding that all 

parts of the book Great Controversy are the products of 

inspiration by virtue of the fact that under inspiration 

they were either written by the author herself or were 

selected and incorporated into the book by her—a 
divinely inspired individual."36 The burden of the study 

was to emphasize the human element of inspiration, a 
consideration often overlooked in traditional Adventism. 

To this end, a compilation of historical problems in the 
Old Testament was included, suggesting that human 
errors do not undermine inspiration.

Essentially a confirmation of his scholarship, the report 
would seem to have paved the way for a smooth final con- 
ference with McAdams in October. Yet the several editing 
sessions proved combative. White Estate staff sought to 
temper his prose, put the best possible face on problems 
and solutions. Graybill supported Arthur White's position 
in the meetings, then privately took McAdams to task for 
conceding too much. In fact, McAdams, who took a back- 
seat to no one in political legerdemain, was conciliatory 
on most matters. He had the satisfaction of carrying his 
major point. And he believed that his research had started 

the Church down an important path toward clarity in mat- 
ters of faith and inspiration. "The pragmatic administrators 
will like it," McAdams confided to his journal, "the conser- 
vatives will hate it but be unable to strike, the liberals will 
think 1 have sold out, but so what. To the moderates I will 
be a hero," he wrote. " ,.. Politics takes precedence over 
belief in points not matters of conscience. My March 1973 
draft is still my opinion."37

But McAdams underestimated the reach of church con- 
servatives. Just as he was preparing to deliver his findings



s the 1970s ended, America found itself dis- 
couraged by oil shortages, inflation, and 

humiliation by Iran. The Adventist Church 
plunged into a similar funk. The Desmond 

Ford controversy, which began in 1980, with all the 

internecine bitterness it entailed, ushered in an unhappy, 
highly contested era. In truth, the promise of Adventist 
liberalism had faded well before then. The Church, it 

seemed, was rather less interested in theological self-exam- 
ination than the Andrews academic community had 

believed. The seminary at Andrews flourished as the train- 
ing ground for ministers and educators from around the 

world. But the play of theological ideas was delimited, 
with preference for faculty with advanced degrees from 
evangelical institutions (and increasingly its own gradu- 
ates) rather than from elite universities.

But liberal scholarship prevailed in one arena: it perma- 
nently revised our understanding of Ellen White's histori- 
cal writings. For decades, a type of verbal inspiration 

dominated popular Adventism, shaping the church culture 
to a degree that today's generation of Adventist youth 
could hardly imagine. Within at least the educated main- 
stream church, that is no longer the case. Discussions pro- 
ceed about historical and theological issues less 
encumbered by appeals to discussion-ending Red Book 
quotations. This matters because American Adventism 
now stands poised at what appears to be a new age of dia- 
logue, driven by a sense of urgency about revitalizing the 
North American Church.

What does the earlier moment of Adventist liberal 
scholarship say about how scholars might currently sup- 
port the cause of church revitalization? It suggests that 
there may be a place for both working within the system 

and going outside it. McAdams's influence with the White 
Estate flowed largely from his scrupulous efforts to be con- 
ciliatory. He built up a reservoir of good will that persuad- 
ed church leaders of his best intentions. Indeed, he not 
only thrust uncomfortable truths on the White Estate, he 
provided it with a plausible alternative to salvage White's 
status as a prophet. At the same time, without the very 
public no-holds-barred scholarship of Numbers and Rea it 
is not clear that McAdams's work alone would have gotten 
the official attention it did. McAdams and his work were 

embraced in part because they weren’t Numbers's.
Change, like basketball, may always need an inside-out- 
side strategy.

other church officials. He read his paper in a low-key 

manner, maintaining the tone of moderation that had 
served him well throughout his negotiations.

Response was resoundingly positive. Ronald Graybill 
and Robert Olson gave their endorsement. The historians 
were, of course, supportive, but upset at the continued 

restrictions on the Huss fragment by the White Estate, 
which prevented McAdams from circulating his paper. 
Eric Anderson, then a young professor at Pacific Union 
College, covered the meeting for Spectrum, "No further 
research is necessary," he concluded, "to demonstrate that 

Great Controversy should not be taken as an independent or 
infallible historical source."41

Both Graybill and McAdams had always hoped that 
the latter's pathbreaking study would soon find publica- 
tion, whether in Spectrum or even in a short official church 
publication. This never happened. The needed release of 
the telltale fragment by the White Estate did not come, 
essentially holding McAdams's paper hostage. Nonethe- 
less, over the next couple years McAdams gave public 
talks to well-attended Adventist Forum meetings at the 
major Adventist centers from Takoma Park to Berrien 
Springs to Loma Linda. A kindred study by Donald Case- 
bolt concerning Ellen White's writings on the Walden- 
sians reinforced conclusions about borrowing and, 
especially, fallibility.42

Most notably, Adventist pastor Walter Rea began to 
make public his years of research on White's writing. 
The General Conference could no longer avert its eyes. 
A blue-ribbon panel of scholars and administrators 
(including McAdams) was convened in 1980 to give Rea 
a personal forum. It became clear that Great Controversy 
literary dependency was not unique. Rea, of course, 
went on to publish his provocative work, The White Lie. 
But the General Conference also determined it must 
sponsor its own research into the subject. Thus in 1980, 
Fred Veltman, religion professor at Pacific Union Col- 
lege, was asked to undertake a study of the sources for 
the Desire of Ages.43

The appearance of Veltman's massive eight-year 
study in 1988 evoked little comment. Its very size mili- 
tated against a broad readership, and church leadership 
showed little inclination to publicize it widely. Not 
that this mattered greatly. We already knew what we 
needed to know about the construction of Ellen White's 
historical works.44
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The story should also remind us of the human costs that 

usually accompany wrenching change. Donald McAdams's 

journal records agonizing soul searching over his work, 

resulting in near spiritual exhaustion. Ronald Graybill's 

career at the White Estate came to an abrupt end a few 
years later, the victim of a dissertation that pushed interpre- 

tative freedom about Ellen White a step too far. Walter 
Rea, too, must be counted among the victims. And one 
can't disregard the pain caused to traditional believers, now 
shaken in their lifelong confidence in the literal words of “a 

prophet among us." Arthur White had to spend his final 
working years managing this vexed situation. Conservative 

fears, expressed by Gerhard Hasel, that "a position of 
diminished authority in one area will inevitably lead to 

uncertainty about authority in other areas" were not 

unfounded.45 Necessary change, but still painful.
The North American Adventist Church in 2008 is far 

from the world it knew in 1970. The sense of confidence 
the Church shared with the nation forty years ago has 
largely evaporated. Growth is no longer assumed; simply 
holding our own is now the challenge. This suggests that a 
new “Adventist Project" must be generated. Once again, 

Adventist scholars must take it upon themselves to help 

reshape an Adventism that might carry meaning for con- 
temporary America. The stakes are high, and resistance is 

certain. But we owe the church no less. I
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dark, for together we can stitch together a shoddy imita- 

tion of God's Truth that transcends any individual's capaci- 

ty to know or create.
Humility transcends differences between communi- 

ties who need each other to patch unique and disparate 

holes in our comprehension of God. There is no I in 

Yahweh.
Pomo Guy, May 15, 2008

The Cognitive Revolution
DAVID B r o o k s  HAS an excellent op-ed article titled "The 

Neural Buddhists," in the May 13, 2008, issue of the 
New York Times < http://nytimes.com/2008/05/ 130pin- 

ion/1 3brooks.html?>. In it, he makes this cogent state- 

ment:

And yet my guess is that the atheism debate is going to he a 
sideshow. The cognitive revolution is not going to end up under- 
mining faith in God, it's going to end up challenging faith in the 
Bible.... Orthodox believers are going to have to defend particular 

doctrines and particular biblical teachings. They're going to 

have to defend the idea of a personal God, and explain why spe- 
cific theologies are true guides for behavior day to day....We're 
in the middle of a scientific revolution. It's going to have big cul- 

tural effects.

He also says:

[UJnderneath the patina of different religions, people around the 
world have common moral intuitions....People are equipped to 
experience the sacred, to have moments of elevated experience when 
they transcend boundaries and overflow with love. God can best 

be conceived as the nature one experiences at those moments, the 
unknowable total of there is.

People can experience the existence of the sacred, but 
think that particular religions are just cultural artifacts built 

on top of universal traits.
This is the postmodern world, where specific religions 

or theological beliefs no longer hold sway as they once did 
in modern times. Is the church up to the task?

Elaine Nelson, May 15, 2008
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A Note on Sources
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Journal entries were frequently made several days after the events described, 
so date of entry does not necessarily indicate date of event. I wish to thank 
McAdams for access to his journals and correspondence. All quotations are 

by permission.
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