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rom the editor 

After Annual Council BY BONNIE DWYER 

If the 

Revival and 

Reformation 

can light 

a fire in 

Adventist 

spirituality, 

it will be a 

blessed 

thing. 

Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 

Look full in His wonderful face, 

And the things of earth will grow strangely dim, 

In the light of His glory and grace. 

It was the warm baritone voice of General 

Conference President T e d N. C. Wilson 

singing. T h e 300 members of the Execu-

tive Committee jo ined in and the a capel-

la choir brought the final session of the 2 0 1 0 

Annual Council to a close with a beautiful 

peace-filled moment. 

And peace was much needed. Major changes 

had been made in the plans and personnel of the 

General Conference. And everyone seemed to 

be experiencing some level of discomfort. Even 

newly elected leaders Homer W . Trecartin 

(Associate Secretary) and Jerry Page (Ministerial 

Secretary) spoke of the shock to their system 

their new positions had created. T h e pain of 

those who had not been returned to office in the 

July election was plain to see in their faces. And 

more change had been written into the script for 

this Annual Council session. 

Gone was the strategic plan of Reach Up, 

Reach Out, Reach Across that had been announ-

ced a year previously. In its place was Revival and 

Reformation, rewriting Fundamental Belief #6. 

Just the day before this prayer and testimony 

session in the G C Chapel, there had been adroit 

maneuvering to force an abrupt change in the 

leadership of the Adventist Development and 

Relief Association—or to put it another way, 

Charles Sandefur was fired. President Wilson, a 

newly elected member to the ADRA Board, told 

the constituted group (in which only 2 of 13 lay 

members were in attendance) that he could not 

support Sandefur because agency morale and 

finances were depressed. Sandefur was never 

given a chance to respond to the charges, nor 

was the ADRA management team. T h e Board 

wrestled with Wilson's comments for three and a 

half hours. In the end, Wilson proposed a new 

name for president—Rudi Maier, professor of 

international development at Andrews Universi-

ty—and his election was voted. There was no 

search committee or process involving the 

Board. Maier was called directly from the meet-

ing, immediately agreed to the position, and was 

in Silver Spring the following Monday to begin 

the transition. News releases reported that 

Sandefur's work ended the day of the Board vote. 

This was really the third change that Wilson 

had forced at ADRA. In July, when Wilson 

announced the assignments for the general vice 

presidents who chair the boards of General Con-

ference institutions, he removed both Lowell 

Cooper and Pardon Mwansa as board chair and 

vice chair of ADRA, positions they had held for 

ten and five years. 

W h a t is the significance of these changes and 

the manner in which they were made? W h a t role 

will ADRA play in the Wilson administration? 

W h a t role will Wilson play on other boards? In 

the news release about the change in leadership, 

Wilson praised Sandefur "for his untiring promo-

tion of ADRA" and said that ADRA will continue 

to play an integral role in the mission of the 

Continued on page 39... 
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Punitive Adventism BY CHARLES SCRIVEN 

How do you eat an elephant? Re-

cently the beleaguered Archbish-

op of Canterbury wondered 

aloud about this gustatory feat. 

A reporter had asked how he was going to 

hold the Anglican Church together when dis-

agreements were so toxic and so deep. In the 

same breath, the archbishop spoke, too, of 

allowing "the process of discernment and con-

sent to go on." That was—that is—his hope. 

T h e Adventist story contains plenty of evi-

dence, actually, for trust in the process of dis-

cernment and consent. But if I may understate 

the matter, the evidence for closed-minded-

ness—often, punitive close-mindedness—is also 

plentiful. 

I need not belabor this point, although I 

myself was surprised when, several weeks ago, 

one of the punitive Adventist websites attack-

ed a new graduate at just the moment his first 

pastoral assignment was beginning. T h e website said 

his theology was awry, and his offer of em-

ployment should be retracted. 

Given all this, I am very blessed. T h e 

congregation I belong to in Kettering, O h i o — 

and it certainly includes conservative Adven-

tists—seems amicable, even welcoming, when 

it comes to variety in Adventist thinking. 

O n a recent Sabbath morning Rebekah 

W a n g was the guest teacher at a Sabbath 

School class that bills itself as "A Conversation 

toward God." T h a t phrase, I think, is itself 

redemptive, suggesting as it does a confidence 

very much enhanced by humility. Her theme 

that day was "homecoming," and her text was 

the famous parable of the prodigal father, the 

one who welcomes the return of his wayward 

younger son and assures his dutiful and much 

offended older son by saying, "Son, you are 

always with me, and all that is mine is yours." 

Someone in the class said that each of us 

can identify with all the characters in the 

story: each has faced the waywardness of oth-

ers and has reacted graciously (or not); each 

has, at points, resembled the younger son, and 

each the older son as well. 

W h e n participants agreed that the Father 

was "gentle" to both sons, I noticed a saying 

(from Dante) on the wall of the room we were 

meeting in: "Love and a gentle heart are but 

one thing." I marveled just then at how won-

derful "home" is when gentle hearts hold sway. 

You are loved—and taken in; you are loved— 

and re-assured. W h e n you fall short or get 

things wrong, you're not excluded. H o m e 

is . . .well , home is home. 

I noticed 

a saying (from 

Dante) on the 

wall of the 

room we were 

meeting in: 

"Love and 

a gentle heart 

are but 

one thing." 



As the conversation went on, Indifference 
more than one person spoke thank-

fully about our (certainly imperfect) 

Kettering congregation: it is home to 

them. Some, I am sure, would fall 

afoul of Adventism's punitive Hog-

ging community. But among these 

friends they feel welcome; here there 

is at least enough humility and 

love—at least enough gentleness— 

to permit difference of viewpoint 

and assure safety for human brokenness. It is, as the 

pediatrician Donald Winnico t t might say, a "facilitating 

environment." 

Afterwards, I wondered why we don't allow Luke's 

story of homecoming to inform our whole attitude to 

theological disagreement. W e could, for one thing, pon-

der the fact that that both sons had theological , not just 

behavioral, problems. Neither seemed to understand 

radical grace, and so by the light of orthodoxy both 

were a bit irregular. Still, so far from being punitive, the 

father was welcoming. H e was presiding over a home. 

T h e whole weight of church theory cannot, of 

course, rest on a single metaphor. T h e church is not just 

a home. It's salt and light. It's the body of Christ . So, in 

a manner befit t ing radical grace, you have to uphold 

the way of life that makes the church the church. You 

have to uphold the commandments of G o d and the 

faith of Jesus. 

And even in a home, after all, accountability matters. 

But the point is that in a home you go out of the way to 

be loving and gentle. You are kind and you are patient. 

You run the risk—and it is a risk—of forgiveness. 

W e Adventists disagree, just as the father and the two 

sons disagreed. Sometimes our disagreements run deep; 

all too often they are toxic. But doesn't the homecoming 

story Jesus told show precisely how (in the phrase the 

archbishop used) we may eat the elephant? 

For all the risk involved, in a home you let the 

process of discernment and consent go on. You don't 

demonize people, you welcome them. T h e process need 

not be directionless or mindlessly tolerant. But in 

Gospel light it must be kind. Kind and, above all, per-

haps, patient. 

I have elsewhere worked out a chart on witness in a 

diverse and contentious world. Witness, I argue, gives 

Witness Arrogance 

Apathy • Passion • Fanaticism 

Wishy-washiness • Conviction • Smugness 

Self-reproach • Humility • Conce i t 

Obsequiousness • Respect • Contempt 

Tolerance • Conversation • Intolerance 

Vacillation • Openness to change • Rigidity 

Reticence • Advocacy • Violence 

expression to confidence enhanced by humility, and it 

contrasts with indifference on the one hand and arro-

gance on the other. 

Now, in light of the homecoming story, I propose 

this chart as a useful way to deal also with disagreements 

inside the church. It seems fully coherent with the idea of 

the community of Christ as a home for people with bro-

ken hearts and finite minds. 

In October , at the Adventist Forum's conference on 

"Present Truth in Visual Media," the filmmaker Martin 

Doblmeier noted Jesus' propensity to tell stories and 

then said, tellingly, that in him "the storyteller became 

the story." 

O f course. Stories (and doctrines) serve God's purpose; 

they do not constitute that purpose. T h e purpose proper— 

the real point—is the embodiment of the story, the living out 

of God's grace in the world. 

Isn't this all the more reason to embrace the metaphor 

of home? Stories and doctrines are just means to the true 

end. And after all, our broken minds and hearts can only 

rupture further within a punitive environment. Unless 

we becom e true brothers and sisters, voices we need to 

hear will go silent; lives that could inspire our own will 

lose their energy and passion, or go elsewhere. 

W h o doesn't get this? • 

Char l e s S c r i v e n chairs Adventist Forum. 
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The Age of the Earth and Creation Days 

SPECTRUM 
Sigfried Horn 
I HAVE JUST FINISHED devour-

ing your Summer 2 0 1 0 Issue, 

Volume 38, with its several 

articles touching on Creation, 

the Age of the Earth, and the 

current GC-sponsored effort 

to bring us all into line with 

Adventist tradition. 

In particular, I am interested 

in the latest revelations on the beliefs of Sigfried Horn, 

which he apparently held prior to the mid-seventies, but 

kept protected from public knowledge. I suppose the expec-

tation is that we are to admire the intellectual courage of a 

man who saw so clearly that from which the rest of us were 

gently shielded by the highest authorities of our church. I 

think rather, that his dissembling cost us all dearly. 

O f course, we never dreamed that Ellen White's 

chronology was anything but divine inspiration—not in 

the 50s, when we were being educated. And not in the 

70s and 80s when our children were being taught what 

their science teachers already recognized as a simplistic 

explanation from which the foundation was rapidly disap-

pearing, based as it was on insufficient information. Ellen 

W h i t e herself said that "Age will not convert error into 

truth," and that "No true doctrine will lose anything by 

close investigation." W e didn't want to ask the questions, 

apparently. Our leaders feared the reaction from the pew. 

It fills me with anguish, angers me, moves me to weep-

ing, to think of all the young people, the science-loving 

young people, who have left the church because they 

could not deal with the intellectual dissonance produced 

by the unwillingness of our church to do that "close 

investigation" and be honest about the outcome. I lost a 

son to that conflict. H e could not reconcile the two sys-

tems. H e left the church, and he left God, too. H e is a 

dear, kind man, but we have lost him. 

I, myself, am a fourth-generation Adventist and have 

always thought I would die a Seventh-day Adventist. 

N o w I wonder if I will be permitted to wear that appella-

tion for the rest of my life. O r must I, too, dissemble? 

H o w much longer will this go on before we admit that 

our faith must accept the uncertainty of the how and the 

when of Creation, even though we can be so blessedly 

certain of the W h o ? 

SHARAN BENNETT, J D , M A 

Via E-mail 

Spectrum, Summer 2010 
[I am writing in response to the Spectrum, summer 2010 , 

issue in which the article,] "The Six Creation Days" by 

Brian Bull and Fritz Guy appears. 

" W h y indeed is it so hard for us to hear what the 

ancient Hebrews heard then?" 

Brian Bull is not persuasive in his defense of syn-

cretism, pursued by Fritz Guy, which combines Creation 

with evolutionary science. Evolutionary science is the 

chief idol worshipped by atheism. Dr. James Barr 

(Regius professor of Hebrew at O x f o r d University) said 

about the language of Genesis, chapter 1: 

"... so far as I know, there is no professor of Hebrew or Old Tes-

tament at any world-class university who does not believe that 

the writer(s) of Gen. i—l l intended to convey to their readers the 

ideas that: 

a) Creation took place in a series of six days which were the same as 

the days of 24 hours we now experience. 

b) The figures contained in the Genesis genealogies provided by sim-

ple addition a chronology from the beginning of the world up to 

later stages in the Biblical story. 
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c] Noah's Flood was understood to he world-wide and extinguished 

all human and animal life except for those in the ark." 

In like manner, nineteenth-century liberal professor 

Marcus Dods, New College, Edinburgh, said: 

.. if for example, the word 'day' in these chapters does not mean a 

period of twenty-four hours, the interpretation of Scripture is hopeless." 

W i t h regard to the authors' conclusions about "day" in 

Genesis 1, if we are prepared to let the words of the lan-

guage speak to us in accord with the context and normal 

definitions, without being influenced by outside ideas, 

then the word for "day" in Genesis 1—which is qualified 

by a number, the phrase "evening and morning,"and for 

day one the words "light and darkness"—obviously mean 

an ordinary day (about 2 4 hours). 

T h e n G o d gave Moses two tablets of stone upon 

which were written the commandments of God, written 

by the finger of G o d (Exodus 31 :18) . 

Because G o d is infinite in power and wisdom, there's 

no doubt H e could have created the universe and its 

contents in no time at all, or six seconds, or six minutes, 

or six hours—after all, with G o d nothing shall be impos-

sible (Luke 1:37). 

However, the question to ask is, " W h y did G o d take 

so long? W h y as long as six days?" T h e answer is also 

given in Exodus 20 :11 , and that answer is the basis of 

the fourth commandment : 

For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, 

and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore the 

Lord blessed the Sabbath day, and sanctified it. 

T h e Seven-Day W e e k has no basis outside of Scripture. 

T h e Elijah (Three Angels' Message) is a call by Christ 

to Creator worship of Genesis 1. A failure to heed the 

First Angel causes a loss of justification by faith alone in 

Christ. Baal worship combined with temple worship 

destroyed ancient Israel. 

T h e idol of atheism is Darwinian evolution. Institu-

tional Christ ianity ceases when it is adopted into the 

Church by re ject ing Christ's word. H e n c e the same 

Elijah Message covers all apostasies (loss of faith). 

DR. H . J . A. MCMAHON 

Victoria, Australia 

http://www.MNYAForum.org
mailto:chaplain@mnyaforum.org
mailto:SDAF.org@gmail.com
http://www.tsdachurch.org
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News from Annual Conference 2010 

The Business of Revival 

BY BONNIE DWYER 

THERE WAS NO TENT for this revival 

meeting. The session took place at the 

world headquarters of the Seventh-

day Adventist Church. But there were 

plenty of prayers and calls to stand for 

Jesus as the Executive Committee of 

the denomination met for its annual 

business meeting in Silver Spring, 

Maryland in October. 

Newly-elected president Ted 

N.C. Wilson fashioned the session 

to jumpstart the revival and reforma-

tion that he is calling for during his 

administration. 

Monday morning deliberations 

began with two hours of devotion and 

prayer that concluded with the read-

ing of a five-page document titled 

"God's Promised Gift: An Urgent 

Appeal for Revival, Reformation, Dis-

cipleship, and Evangelism." The dele-

gates lined up at the microphones to 

affirm the findings of the document 

and make suggested changes. Wilson's 

call for a vote was to ask those who 

agreed to kneel in prayer. 

With that vote, the representa-

tives committed themselves to per-

sonally set aside time daily for 

prayer and study of God's word as 

well as encouraging prayer and Bible 

study in the churches. 

"We appeal to each church member 

to unite with church leaders and mil-

lions of other Seventh-day Adventists 

seeking a deeper relationship with 

Jesus and the outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit at 7:00 each morning or 

evening, seven days a week. This is an 

urgent call to circle the globe with 

earnest intercession. This is a call to 

total commitment to Jesus and to 

experience the life-changing power of 

the Holy Spirit that our Lord is long-

ing to give now." 

Then it was time to move on to other 

agendas—and there were several. First, 

there were finances to consider. 

Budget Approved 
Delegates voted to approve a $104.5 

million budget for 2011. Appropria-

tions to each of the church's 13 world 

regions will increase by 4 percent. 

Treasurer Robert Lemon reported 

that tithe returned by members in 

North America is up 1 percent as of 

August 2010 compared to the same 

time last year. However, that increase 

is negligible when the exchange rate 

between Canadian and United States 

dollars is considered, Lemon said. 

Currency fluctuations similarly affect 

mission offerings from North America. 

T h e consent agenda with all the 

calendar items of meetings and days 

of prayer for the coming year passed 

on a voice vote, just as the budget 

had passed. 

The one item to be pulled from the 

Policy Agenda for discussion con-

cerned the union of churches, a fairly 

new organizational structure created 

to deal with unusual circumstances of 

geography or national politics in a 

region. Expressing concern that there 

might be a rush to use the structure 

inappropriately, Elder Wilson noted 

the item on the agenda required that 

an area wishing to use the mechanism 

be required to consult with the Gener-

al Conference before doing so. "This 

structure is not something that we are 

encouraging," President Wilson said. 

"We want to avoid the rush to become 

a union of churches. W e believe in the 

structures that we already have," he 

said. The item passed. 

Personnel Changes 
The Nominating Committee kept 

busy working on names for all the 

positions required to be reviewed fol-

lowing a General Conference session. 

The 40-page report from the commit-

tee came to the floor on Tuesday. 

Before the vote was called, a delegate 

requested that the names of candidates 

being recommended to a post for the 

first time be read. A short briefing fol-

lowed before the voice vote to accept 

all the names. 

In addition, several key positions 

changed, some with announcements 



of retirements: 

At the Adventist Development and 

Relief Agency, Charles Sandefur 

departs and Andrews University Pro-

fessor Rudolph Maier takes the presi-

dent's spot. 

At the Archives, Bert Haloviak 

retires and historian David Trim 

moves into the position of archivist. 

At the Biblical Research Institute, 

Angel Rodriguez's pending retirement 

in 2011 will create a spot for Artur 

Stele who will serve as an associate 

until Rodriquez' departure. 

At Ministry magazine, Editor Niko-

laus Satelmajer retires from office, and 

pastor, author, speaker Derek Morris 

takes up the editorial duties. 

At the Review, Roy Adams' retire-

ment opens the door for Andrews 

University Professor Lael Caesar as an 

associate editor. 

Educational Transfer 
Delegates approved the proposed 

move of Griggs University, the dis-

tance-learning provider for the Sev-

enth-day Adventist Church, to 

become a part of Andrews University. 

T h e Andrews Board of Trustees now 

must add their approval. Presently 

located in the General Conference 

building with the General Conference 

Executive Committee serving as its 

Board, Griggs' operations would 

become an entity of Andrews in 

Berrien Springs, Michigan. T h e vote 

by the delegates in Silver Spring 

included $1 million in General Con-

ference funds to be invested in cur-

riculum development over the next 

four years. 

Creation of a Mission Board 
A major rearrangement of the admin-

istrative responsibilities for mission 

workers and plans at the General 

Conference was voted. Church offi-

cials approved a Mission Board that 

will centralize three areas of outreach: 

mission personnel processing, mission 

strategy and funding, and mission 

communication. Previously, numerous 

mission entities handled those 

emphases, each soliciting donations 

and overseeing mission work, often 

unknowingly in competition with one 

another. President Wilson will chair 

the mission board. 

Testimony and Prayer Close 
the Session 
With work completed a day and a half 

early, the final hour of Annual Council 

was spent in a testimony and prayer 

session led by Jerre and Janet Page 

from the Ministerial Department. 

A delegate from Brazil, who is 

just learning English, said it took 

courage to speak. H e was praying 

for the gift of language. T h e n prayer 

was said for him. 

Will iam Johnsson stood to speak 

of his meetings with leaders of Islam 

and to pray for the people of Islam. 

And he asked for prayer to break up 

the stones in our hearts, for G o d to 

change us, and make us a loving 

people. 

A delegate from Europe thanked 

the Lord for these refreshing days. He 

prayed for leadership to convey God's 

compassion and love in welcoming all 

people. H e prayed for the challenges 

that face the church in Europe. 

President Wilson then thanked 

G o d for all the godly leaders of the 

past. H e expressed gratitude for Elder 

Jan Paulsen, his predecessor, and for 

Paulsen's presence at the meeting. H e 

spoke of other past presidents includ-

ing his father who he said is wasting 

away and can only whisper. "I hold his 

hand and we sing together when I 

visit," Wilson said, pausing as emotion 

caught his voice. 

Elder Paulsen thanked G o d for his 

undying love for his family. H e told 

of the strength that he received when 

members told him that they prayed 

for him by name. "We're meant to 

give each other hope, strength, 

encouragement." 

Paul Ratsara praised G o d that 

"while we are doing the business of 

the church we are also talking about 

personal salvation. I pray that I will be 

more intentional about Bible study 

and prayer." 

Gordon Retzer told of his recent 

near-death experience, and testified 

that he knew what people thought 

about when they are dying because he 

had experienced that. And it was sim-

ply the cross, and knowing that noth-

ing can separate us from the great gift 

of God's love. 

As the hour drew to a close, Wilson 

asked the president of the Chilean 

Union to pray, noting the wondrous 

story of rescue that was occurring as 

the miners were being pulled up from 

the collapsed mine in Chile. 

After the prayer, Elder Wilson 

started singing, "Turn your eyes upon 

Jesus," and the delegates became a 

choir. W i t h prayers and song the 

meeting ended in a gentle spirit. Dele-

gates went on their way expressing 

gratitude for the opportunity to share 

with each other. 

Business completed, revival 

begun. • 
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Judges 5: The Song of Deborah 

1 O n that day Deborah and Barak son of Abinoam 
sang this song: 

2 " W h e n the princes in Israel take the lead, 
when the people willingly offer themselves— 
praise the L O R D ! 

3 "Hear this, you kings! Listen, you rulers! 
I will sing to ' the L O R D , I will sing; 
I will make music to2 the L O R D , the G o d of Israel. 

4 " O L O R D , when you went out from Seir, 
when you marched from the land of Edom, 
the earth shook, the heavens poured, 
the clouds poured down water. 

D T h e mountains quaked before the L O R D , the O n e 
of Sinai, 
before the L O R D , the G o d of Israel. 

6 "In the days of Shamgar son of Anath, 
in the days of Jael , the roads were abandoned; 
travelers took to winding paths. 

' Village life3 in Israel ceased, 
ceased until I,4 Deborah, arose, 
arose a mother in Israel. 

8 W h e n they chose new gods, 
war came to the city gates, 
and not a shield or spear was seen 
among forty thousand in Israel. 

9 M y heart is with Israel's princes, 
with the willing volunteers among the people. 
Praise the L O R D ! 

10 "You who ride on white donkeys, 
sitting on your saddle blankets, 
and you who walk along the road, 
consider 

II the voice of the singers5 at the watering places. 
T h e y recite the righteous acts of the L O R D , 
the righteous acts of his warriors6 in Israel. 
"Then the people of the L O R D 
went down to the city gates. 

12 'Wake up, wake up, Deborah! 
W a k e up, wake up, break out in song! 
Arise, O Barak! 
Take captive your captives, O son of Abinoam.' 

13 "Then the men who were left 
came down to the nobles; 
the people of the L O R D 
came to me with the mighty. 

14 Some came from Ephraim, whose roots were in 
Amalek; 
Benjamin was with the people who followed you. 
From Makir captains came down, 
from Zebulun those who bear a commander's staff. 

15 T h e princes of Issachar were with Deborah; 
yes, Issachar was with Barak, 
rushing after him into the valley. 
In the districts of Reuben 
there was much searching of heart. 

16 W h y did you stay among the campfires7 

to hear the whistling for the flocks? 
In the districts of Reuben 
there was much searching of heart. 

17 Gilead stayed beyond the Jordan. 
And Dan, why did he linger by the ships? 
Asher remained on the coast 
and stayed in his coves. 

18 T h e people of Zebulun risked their very lives; 
so did Naphtali on the heights of the field. 

19 "Kings came, they fought; 
the kings of Canaan fought 
at Taanach by the waters of Megiddo, 
but they carried off no silver, no plunder. 

20 From the heavens the stars fought, 
from their courses they fought against Sisera. 

21 T h e river Kishon swept them away, 
the age-old river, the river Kishon. 
March on, my soul; be strong! 

22 T h e n thundered the horses' h o o f s -
galloping, galloping go his mighty steeds. 

Continued on page l 



DISCUSSED | The Enemy, Israelites, "War Is Hell," motherly love, the "other side of the story" 

A Portrait of the Enemy as Mother I BY JUDITH P. NEMBHARD 

The mother of Sisera looked out at a window and cried through the 

lattice, Why is his chariot so long in coming? 

—JUDGES 5:28 KJV 

She stands by the window of her e legant villa 

and peers through the lattice past the central 

courtyard. T h e vineyards and pasturelands of 

Canaan stretch endlessly before her, not one 

corner of its wide expanse clouded by dust from the feet 

of galloping horses. In the late afternoon sunlight, she 

strains for a glimpse of the commanding outlines of her 

son returning victorious on horseback. 

"Where is Sisera?" H e r voice, intense, almost shrill, 

unnerves the women keeping watch with her in the 

room. "What's taking him so long?" Her obvious irrita-

tion prompts a response from one of her wise and pru-

dent ladies-in-waiting, who tries to quiet her fears. 

"Ba'al has already given us the victory, Madam," she 

In the late afternoon sunlight, she strains 

for a glimpse of the commanding 

outlines of her son returning victorious 

on horseback. 

tells her mistress. "Have no fear. M y lord is occupied 

dividing the spoils." 

"He should have completely routed the Israelites by 

now, as King Jabin intended," the anxious mother says. 

T h e choked-back tears muffle her words. 

She continues her vigil by the window 

and is alert to every new sound, 

but no trumpet of victory penetrates 

the docile country air. 

She continues her vigil by the window and is alert to 

every new sound, but no trumpet of victory penetrates 

the doci le country air. H e r countenance is shrouded in 

pain and apprehension for her son's safety. T h a t he is a 

mighty man of war she knows well. D i d he not go off to 

battle with nine hundred iron chariots and a host of 

valiant men? Surely, the Israelites were as game birds in 

the hands of our mighty Canaanite army, she muses. A 

slender confidence creeps into her mind. 

H e is late because he is occupied distributing the 

spoils, she tells herself. A girl or two for each soldier. 

M y Sisera will reserve colorful robes for himself, and for 

me, lovely embroidered garments. But what are these to 

me if my son is harmed? Nothing, absolutely nothing. 

O that there were no wars, that we all—Israelites and 

Canaanites—lived in peace, loving one another like 

brothers and sisters, our sons safe from the fierce pierc-

ing arrows, our daughters kept from the ravages of plun-

dering soldiers. W e mothers would not have daggers of 

fear and loss plunged into our hearts. 

" O ye gods, let the dew of goodness drop from heav-

en to cool the hot b lood of men of war and bring peace 

to every village, every tribe." Her quietly uttered ejacu-

lation cools the feverish sentiments in her soul. 



23 'Curse Meroz/ said the angel of the L O R D . 
'Curse its people bitterly, 
because they did not come to help the LORD, 
to help the L O R D against the mighty.' 

24 "Most blessed of women be Jael, 
the wife of Heber the Kenite, 
most blessed of tent-dwelling women. 

23 He asked for water, and she gave him milk; 
in a bowl fit for nobles she brought him curdled milk. 

26 Her hand reached for the tent peg, 
her right hand for the workman's hammer. 
She struck Sisera, she crushed his head, 
she shattered and pierced his temple. 

2' At her feet he sank, 
he fell; there he lay. 
At her feet he sank, he fell; 
where he sank, there he fell—dead. 

28 "Through the window peered Sisera's mother; 
behind the lattice she cried out, 
'Why is his chariot so long in coming? 
W h y is the clatter of his chariots delayed?' 

29 T h e wisest of her ladies answer her; 
indeed, she keeps saying to herself, 

30 Are they not finding and dividing the spoils: 
a girl or two for each man, 
colorful garments as plunder for Sisera, 
colorful garments embroidered, 
highly embroidered garments for my n e c k -
all this as plunder?' 

31 "So may all your enemies perish, O LORD! 
But may they who love you be like the sun 
when it rises in its strength." 
Then the land had peace forty years. 

Footnotes: 
1. Judges 5:3 Or of 

2. Judges 5:3 Or /with song I will praise 

3. Judges 5:7 Or Warriors 

4. Judges 5:7 Or you 

5. Judges 5:11 Or archers; the meaning of the Hebrew for this 

word is uncertain. 

6. Judges 5:11 Or villagers 

7. Judges 5:16 Or saddlebags 

T h e mother of Sisera presses her forehead closer to 

the window and lifts the lattice to catch the first glimpse 

of her son returning triumphant from battle. A gentle 

breeze stirs graying strands about her face. Her bangles 

emit a silvery tinkle as she raises a hand to brush the 

hairs back in place. By now the Israelites have fled, she 

tells herself. T h e y have hurried back to their wives and 

mothers. At any moment my son will come galloping 

over the hills. I can see the conquering throng, every 

one of them with a damsel or two. She speaks reassur-

ingly to her quivering heart, but fear mars the vision of 

a happy reunion. She continues by the window, a lone 

sentinel peering through the lattice. 

Were she able to look beyond her borders into the 

plains of Taanach near Megido, she would see the drama 

played out as her son and his nine hundred iron chariots 

and giant militia rush to challenge Barak, commander of 

the Israelite army. She would witness the drama of the 

mighty God of the Israelites coming to their aid with 

more power than thousands of men in iron chariots could 

muster. She would be astounded at the unusual swelling 

of the brook Kishon, the Canaanites and their chariots 

The mother of Sisera presses her 

forehead closer to the window...to catch 

the first glimpse of her son returning 

triumphant from battle. 

trapped in heavy mud. In a spectacle of dramatic deliver-

ance, Israel puts to rout her enemy. 

But Sisera's mother is spared the sight of her son in 

the hour of defeat. Quick to sense the impending dire 

outcome, the once mighty Canaanite general jumps 

from his chariot and takes off on foot. His mother's 

bosom would have heaved in agony for his safety had 

she seen him dashing about in the hedges amid briars 

and rocks. He moves quickly, casting furtive glances 

behind him as he flees for his life. 

Could her gaze follow him, she would see him rush 

toward a tent in the distance to seek sanctuary there. 



Far beyond the view of Sisera's mother, 

Israel's mighty men rejoice at the death of 

her son. All Israel is filled with jubiliation, 

and Deborah...extols the victory in song. 

Jael emerges from the tent to meet him. She is a pleasant 

young woman, soft-spoken and welcoming. In the pres-

ence of such youthful sweetness, one need not feel 

afraid. She looks at the tall, imposing stranger, out of 

breath, his clothes muddy and speckled with burr. She 

surmises who he is. H o w quickly she formulates a plan. 

" C o m e in with me, my Lord," she says. "Don't worry. 

You will be safe here." 

"Please give me a drink of water," the man asks. "I'm 

thirsty." 

T h e hospitable young Jael, wife of Heber, shows the 

visitor a place to lie down on the tent floor and relax. 

Instead of water, she brings him milk to drink and curdled 

milk in a bowl fit for nobles. H e eats and drinks, and she 

makes him lie down in peace. She covers him gently. 

"Stand guard in the doorway," Sisera tells Jael, "and if 

anybody comes b y and asks if anyone is here, say 'No.'" 

She agrees. 

T h e mother does not see her son lying in a stranger's 

tent fast asleep far from home and her gentle care. Sisera 

sleeps soundly. Jael takes a tent peg and a hammer and 

steals quietly to where the exhausted general lies. She 

drives the tent peg into his temple and pins him to the 

ground, a daring act. W a r is hell. 

Barak, the Israelite general, comes by in pursuit of Sis-

era, and Jael invites him into the tent to see what she 

has done. T h e r e on the tent floor lies the enemy, dead. 

Far beyond the view of Sisera's mother, Israel's mighty 

men rejoice at the death of her son. All Israel is filled 

with jubilation, and Deborah, their judge and prophet-

ess, extols the victory in song. H e r exulting words 

recount the ignominious death of Sisera at the hand of a 

woman. She lauds Jael as a woman blessed above all oth-

ers in the tent community. 

She put her hand to the nail, 

and her right hand to the workmen's hammer-, 

and with the hammer she smote Sisera, 

she smote off his head, 

when she had pierced and stricken through 

his temples. 

Jael hears the words of the song and is quietly proud 

of her contribution to the war effort. Warriors went out 

to battle with swords, she tells herself. I served my G o d 

and country with a sharpened tent nail. 

T h e victory celebration is long and noisy, but by her 

latticed window, Sisera's mother hears none of the jubi-

lation. Neither the noise of battle nor the shouts of vic-

tory have reached her ears. She does not hear Deborah's 

mocking taunt of her fruitless wait by her window. T h e 

Israelite hosts, happy in their hour of triumph, are 

unaware of that other face of war. 

T h e mother keeps her vigil by her window. Shadows 

darken the landscape still empty of returning soldiers 

and chariots. H e r longing eyes becom e weary; the look 

in her eyes turns wistful. It is too long, she tells herself, 

far too long. She cannot believe he will not be coming 

home. She summons a mother's courage, a mother's 

patience. She'll wait. She'll hope. • 

The mother keeps her vigil by her 

window....It is too long, she tells 

herself, far too long. She cannot believe 

he will not be coming home. 

J u d i t h P. N e m b h a r d received a PhD in English Education from the 

University of Maryland, taught English in high school, college and univer-

sity and served as an administrator at all three levels. She is now a free-

lance writer residing in Chattanooga, Tennessee, where she has been a 

board member of the Chattanooga Writers Guild and an adjunct at 

Chattanooga State College. She is an active member of Chattanooga 
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DISCUSSED | Segregation, The Flood, mythological creatures, hybridization, Ellen White, Uriah Smith, racism 

True Blood: Race, Science, and Early Adventist Amalgamation 

Theory Revisited I BY RONALD OSBORN 

In her 1864 book, Spiritual Gifts: Important Facts of Faith 

in Connection with the History of Holy Men of Old, Ellen 

W h i t e writes that much of what we see in the natu-

ral world is the result of what she describes as "the 

base crime of amalgamation." Her enigmatic words, long 

understood by Seventh-day Adventists to refer to per-

verse but somehow scientifically possible sexual unions 

across diverse species, including humans and other crea-

tures, became a source of anti-Adventist polemics from 

the moment they first appeared in print. T h e y remain 

among the most perplexing lines the prophetess ever 

penned. Much of the saga of early Adventist amalgama-

tion theory was documented by Gordon Shigley in a 

1982 article in Spectrum. Most Adventists will, however, 

be unaware of the historical facts, which have been omit-

ted or at best hastily glossed over in all official church 

publications from the 1940s up to the present. In the 

light of ongoing discussions within the church over ques-

tions of faith and science, as well as recent attempts by 

some Adventists to revive White's amalgamation state-

ments as a plausible scientific explanation for the origins 

of some predatory animals, it is important to revisit what 

she and the other pioneers of the church actually said on 

the subjects of race, science, origins, and the sin of 

"amalgamated" blood. 

"Since the flood there has been amalgamation 
of man and beast": Ellen White's Original 
Statements and Her Modern Apologists 
After discussing various sins of the antediluvians, including 

polygamy and intermarriage between the righteous and 

the wicked, Whi te proceeded in Spiritual Gifts to describe 

an additional evil that had "corrupted" humankind, result-

ing in G o d deciding to destroy the world in the flood: 

But if there was one sin above any other which called for the destruc-

tion of the race by the flood, it was the base crime of amalgamation 

of man and beast which defaced the image of God, and caused con-

fusion everywhere. God purposed to destroy by a flood that power-

ful, long-lived race that had corrupted their ways before him.' 

In the next chapter, W h i t e then offered additional 

commentary on the "base crime of amalgamation," sug-

gesting by any straightforward reading of her words 

that the sin had, in fact, continued even after the flood 

and had produced numerous species alive today that 



Dinosaur 

bine human and animal D N A in advanced genetics labo-

ratories to create the dinosaurs (for unclear reasons but 

perhaps, Read speculates, to fight in arenas for the amuse-

ment of human spectators). G o d then destroyed these 

amalgamated creatures in Noah's flood. T h e flood also 

were not included in God's original creation, as well as 

"certain races of men." 

Every species of animal which God had created were preserved in 

the ark. The confused species which God did not create, which were 

the result of amalgamation, were destroyed by the Flood. Since the 

Flood there has been amalgamation of man and beast, as may be 

seen in the almost endless varieties of species of animals, and in cer-

tain races of men.2 

T h e de facto official Adventist interpretation of these 

passages from 1947 on (when church leaders convened an 

urgent meeting near San Francisco to listen to competing 

arguments from biologists Frank Marsh and Harold Clark 

on what to do with the scientifically and seemingly racially 

charged statements) was explained by F. D. Nichol in 1951 

as follows: "When Mrs. White said, amalgamation of man 

and beast,' she meant (1) the amalgamation of [righteous 

and unrighteous] races of men, and (2) the amalgamation 

of species of animals. T h e first 'defaced the image of God,' 

the second caused confusion everywhere.'"3 

In his recent book, Dinosaurs: An Adventist View, self-pub-

lishing California lawyer David Read, whose ideas have 

been warmly endorsed by both past and present General 

Conference officials, supplements this explanation of 

White's words with a novel reading of his own of what 

she must have meant when she spoke not only of pre- but 

also of post-flood "amalgamation of man and beast." 

W h i t e "used the term amalgamation to describe all genet-

ic recombinations, whether manipulated or natural," Read 

declares. "Post-Flood amalgamation was and is a natural 

process that was provided for by a benevolent Creator."4 

W h e n W h i t e spoke of pre-flood amalgamations, Read 

meanwhile asserts, she was actually describing, under 

divine inspiration and using the best language available to 

her at the time, scientific facts that we are only now 

beginning to grasp, secret knowledge that even W h i t e 

herself could not comprehend but that Read believes we 

can now understand as a result of the discoveries of mod-

ern genetics. T h e antediluvians, he declares, possessed 

sophisticated technology (perhaps including "electron 

microscopes") much more powerful than anything we 

possess today, as well as superior knowledge of D N A and 

genetic engineering.5 Acting under demonic influence, 

the antediluvian scientists used their evil ingenuity to 

meld different species of animals, going so far as to com-

Unicorn 
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destroyed the physical evidences of these facts, but we 

find clues to the existence of this hyper-advanced pre-

flood civilization, Read maintains, in various statements 

by W h i t e and in unexplained mysteries of the ancient 

world such as the rock formations at Stonehenge, the 

prevalence of "amalgamated" beasts (including griffins, 

unicorns, and mermaids) in ancient stories and statuary, 

and Plato's myth of the lost city of Atlantis. 

According to Clifford Goldstein in a review of Read's 

book published by Adventist Today, this is the explanation 

for the dinosaurs that "still makes the best sense."6 In its 

2 0 1 0 "Statement on the Biblical Doctrine of Creation," 

the Theological Seminary at Andrews University cites 

Read's book in its list of suggested readings/ O n e of 

White's statements on amalgamation was meanwhile 

quoted as a plausible theory for the origins of the 

dinosaurs in a glossy five-part series of creationist flyers 

used by Southern Adventist University to promote its 

biology department during the 2 0 1 0 General Conference 

session in Atlanta, Georgia (albeit not the passage allud-

ing to "certain races of men"). During the 2 0 1 0 G C ses-

sion, Director of the Geoscience Institute, James Gibson, 

also offered a lecture (sponsored by the General Confer-

ence as part of its daily "Yes, Creation!" series) on the ori-

gins of predatory animals in which he asserted, without 

direct appeal to White's amalgamation passages, that the 

best Adventist explanation for at least some creatures in 

nature is that they are the genetically re-engineered cre-

ations of Satan (although Gibson offered no criterion for 

detecting demonic intelligent design in nature or distin-

guishing it from divine intelligent design). 

White's statements on "amalgamation," Adventist neo-

amalgamation theories therefore suggest, do not mean 

what they plainly appear to say. Rather, they refer to no 

less than three completely separate processes: 1) the 

satanically orchestrated pre-flood melding or hybridiza-

tion of animals that produced the dinosaurs and other 

predators some time within the past 10 ,000 years 

(whether performed supernaturally by Satan himself, or in 

a naturalistically possible way by depraved human scien-

tists using genetic engineering techniques we can barely 

fathom); 2) the satanically inspired pre- and post-flood 

intermarriage of righteous and wicked "races"; and 3) the 

providentially guided post-flood genetic adaptation of 

organisms and people to their environments (essentially 

theistic microevolution), including the value-neutral cre-

ation of diverse human races after Noah's family left the 

ark. These ideas, in convoluted and not always logically 

consistent ways, continue to play an important role in 

Adventist thinking on questions of faith and science at 

popular as well as institutional and even academic levels 

(at least judging from their inclusion in Southern Adven-

tist University's current marketing materials and among 

the texts commended to Adventist readers by the Theo-

logical Seminary at Andrews University). 



"It is impossible to tell where the human ends 
and the animal begins": Uriah Smith's Original 
Defense of White's Scientific Authority 
Yet even if we allow that White's statements on "amalga-

mation" are grammatically ambiguous and leave open the 

door to imaginative ad hoc interpretations such as these, 

these complex semantic arguments do not seriously wres-

tle with the question of what White's use of the phrase 

"amalgamation of man and beast" in conjunction with 

"races of men" would have conveyed to most of her read-

ers in the context of American slavery and mid-nine-

teenth century race theory (the Civil W a r was still raging 

when her statements first appeared in print). Beyond the 

logical problem of interpreting "races of men" as referring 

to the origins of wicked and righteous people as in F.D. 

Nicho ls apologetic construction (since wicked human 

beings are clearly assumed by W h i t e to be the cause and 

not the result of "the base crime of amalgamation," and 

since she had already mentioned intermarriage between 

the righteous and wicked in Spiritual Gifts as a separate and 

lesser sin), this is the question we must face: H o w was 

W h i t e understood by her readers at the time? And how 

did W h i t e respond, or not respond, to these interpreta-

tions? For Adventist scholars committed to rigorous meth-

ods of historical research as well as principles of 

reasonable inference from all of the available evidence, 

the answers to these questions will provide the most like-

ly answer to the question of what W h i t e herself believed 

at the time. 

T h e most important primary source we have in this 

regard is an 1866 defense of White's prophetic gift writ-

ten by Uriah Smith and published in serialized form in 

the fledgling denomination's weekly journal, the Advent 

Review and Sabbath Herald, of which Smith was the editor 

and James W h i t e the publisher at the time (hereafter 

Review and Herald). Smith's concern was to uphold White's 

authority and to counter various criticisms against her, 

including attacks by outsiders on her statements on amal-

gamation. H e directly confronted her scientific detractors 

on the front page of the July 31 issue of the magazine 

beneath the title, "The Visions—Objections Answered."8 

T h e charge being leveled against the early Adventists 

in general and W h i t e in particular in the light of her 

amalgamation claims was that they did not believe that 

"the negro race" was fully human. Smith vigorously 

fought back. H e did so, however, not by advancing the 

complex semantic arguments developed some 80 years 

later by Frank Marsh, F.D. Nichol, and subsequent gener-

ations of Adventists, nor by declaring unequivocally that 

African Americans are no less human than persons of 

European descent. Instead, Smith appealed to the findings 

of natural science and to common sense notions to vali-

date White's words. 

"But does any one deny the general statement [by Ellen 

W h i t e that amalgamation' had produced 'certain races of 

men']?" Smith writes. "If they did, they could easily be 

silenced by a reference to such cases as the wild Bushmen 

of Africa, some tribes of the Hottentots, and perhaps the 

Digger Indians of our own country." T h e scientific evi-

dence, he continues, supported beyond cavil White 's view 

that some humans are more closely related to the rest of 

the animal kingdom than others. "The naturalists affirm 

that the line of demarcation between the human and ani-

mal races is lost in confusion. It is impossible, as they 

affirm, to tell just where the human ends and the animal 

begins. Can we suppose that this was so ordained of G o d 

in the beginning? Rather has not sin marred the bound-

aries of these two kingdoms?" 



Nevertheless, Smith argues, one could still legitimately 

speak of those races with "amalgamated blood'' as being 

fully human since merely having "any of the original 

Adamic blood" in one's veins was sufficient. It was not 

necessary "that G o d made every particle of blood that 

exists, in any human being," Smith reasons, and amalga-

mated blood was to be viewed no differently than "all the 

scrofulous, leprous, or syphilitic blood that courses in the 

worst transgressor's veins!" 

H e n c e , no person in the present could be held 

morally accountable for "the ancient sin of amalgama-

tion" that had produced the "certain races" W h i t e had 

spoken of. "Has any one a right to try to use it to their 

prejudice? By no means." W e "are to take all races and 

peoples as we find them," Smith writes. "And those who 

manifest sufficient powers of mind to show that they 

are moral and accountable beings, are of course to be 

esteemed as ob jects of regard and philanthropic effort." 

Christians had a duty to "labor for the improvement" of 

the lower races. "Whatever race of men we may take, 

Bushmen, Hottentots , Patagonians, or any class of peo-

ple, however low they may apparently be in the scale of 

humanity, their mental capabilities are in every instance 

the basis on which we are to work, and by which we 

determine whether they are subjects of moral govern-

ment or not." 

"The General and Michigan Conference 
Resolved": The Church Endorses Smith's Reading 
T h e 1866 article was unsigned by Smith even though 

most articles from the period and in the July 31 issue 

included clear author attribution, hinting that it may have 

been intended as a declaration of the journal's if not the 

Adventist church's consensus understanding. But the evi-

dence that Smith spoke not only for himself but also for a 

broader Adventist community is not merely circumstantial 

or stylistic. Careful readers of the journal would have dis-

covered that Smith was the author of the "Object ions 

Answered" articles from a brief note included at the back 

of the June 12 issue, which marked the start of the series. 

T h e note—which to my knowledge has not been dis-

cussed previously in any article dealing with the amalga-

mation problem—reads as follows: 

It may he proper here to state that this manuscript ["Objections to the 

Visions"] was prepared before our late Conference; but its publication 

was withheld till it could be submitted to the ministering brethren who 

might then assemble, for them to decide upon its merits, and the dispo-

sition that should be made of it. It was examined by them, and 

received their approval, with a decision that it should be published.9 

Most of the manuscript, the short notice continued, 

was in fact read aloud before a joint session of the Gener-

al and Michigan State Conferences, leading to an official 

action by church leaders: 



Resolved, That we, the members of the General and Mich. State 

Conference, having heard a portion of the manuscript which has 

been prepared by Bro. U. Smith, in response to certain objections 

recently brought against the visions of Sister White, do hereby 

express our hearty approval of the same. Resolved, That we ten-

der our thanks to Bro. Smith for his able defense of the visions 

against the attacks of their opponents.'0 

T h e fact that the body that Ellen Whi te described in 

1875 as "the highest authority that God has on earth" 

passed a resolution of "hearty approval" for Smith's manu-

script and thanks for "his able defense of the visions"— 

including, by every indication, his race-based defense of 

amalgamation theory—poses a great challenge to Adven-

tists today who might wish to minimize the importance 

of his words. Individuals, who are determined to stand for 

truth though the heavens fall, will not shrink, however, 

from openly and directly wrestling with these historical 

facts. Minimally, Smith's article is clear evidence of the 

influence White's statements on amalgamation had on the 

thinking of the other pioneers on questions of race, sci-

ence, and origins. Smith's words also remain the most 

important historical evidence we have as to what W h i t e 

herself believed and meant to convey in 1864. 

Apologists for White's amalgamation passages might 

nevertheless point to another important fact included in 

the notice cited above. As far as the prophetess herself was 

concerned, Smith and the other editors had pursued "no 

consultation whatever with Sister White , nor received any 

suggestion or explanation from her on any point." Instead, 

they had prided themselves, they declared, in applying a 

common sense, plain reading approach to her writings. 

This approach was in principle open to all and was the 

same approach the early Adventists advocated for reading 

Scripture itself. "We take the visions as they are published, 

and base our explanation of any apparent discrepancy, on 

the language as it stands."" T h e fact that a common sense, 

plain reading of White's statements on amalgamation 

could lead early Adventists to views on race, origins, and 

science that (hopefully) all Adventists today would 

emphatically reject raises the question: is a common sense, 

plain reading of Scripture always the best approach to bibli-

cal hermeneutics? In any event, the possibility that Whi te 

remained unaware of Uriah Smith's interpretation of her 

words throughout her life, or that she disagreed with 

them, begs credulity in the light of later historical facts. 

"The Elder Said Her Teachings Were Worse 
than Darwinism": Holding Fast to the Procla-
mation of Animal-Human Amalgamations 
Had Smith's scientifically spurious and racially disturbing 

defense of White's amalgamation passages only appeared 

in 1866, we might still have hoped that it was an embar-

rassing mistake by a single individual that was quickly for-

gotten if not rejected by the larger Adventist community 

and perhaps even corrected or silenced by W h i t e herself 

(the close reading and ringing endorsement that Smith 

had received for "Object ions Answered" from the General 

Conference in session notwithstanding). But throughout 

Ellen White's life, amalgamation remained a minor yet 

recurring theme of Adventist creation science, invariably 

presented in Smith's racialist terms. W h i t e did not offer 

any known objections, clarifications, or corrections to 

these declarations, which reappeared several times in the 

church's official journal alongside articles she had written. 

And she maintained her silence despite the fact that the 

Adventist understanding of amalgamation theory that she 

had inspired was a source of both ongoing criticism from 

non-Adventists and ongoing public confidence among 



Jaifies and Ellen White 

White: A Manifestation of Spiritual Gifts According to Scripture. 

James W h i t e offered a glowing review of the book for the 

Review and Herald beneath the heading, "New and Impor-

tant Work." "While carefully reading the manuscript," he 

writes, "I felt very grateful to G o d that our people could 

have this able defense of those views which they so much 

love and prize, and which others despise and oppose. 

This book is designed for a very wide circulation."12 Read-

ers of the Review and Herald were encouraged to order The 

Visions of Mrs. E.G. White at a cost of 20 cents for the book 

and an additional 2 cents for postage. James and Ellen 

White , Shigley documented, personally distributed 2 ,000 

copies of Smith's book—its race-centered defense of 

W h i t e s inspiration on the subject of amalgamation 

included—at campmeetings that year.13 

In 1878, G. V. Kilgore describes in the pages of the 

Review and Herald how he had successfully vanquished several 

critics of Adventism in debate, including a Baptist minister 

who "said that what Sister White said about amalgamation 

of man and beast was utterly impossible. I referred him to 

Johnson's New Cyclopedia," Kilgore writes: 

... that he might learn for the first time, if he never knew it before, 

that 'Allied species are capable, as a rule, of pairing and producing 

offspring " and that, "under the influence of man, mongrel races 

readily arise and are indefinitely sustained,"—just exactly what 

Sister White says. The elder said her teachings were worse than 

Darwinism. But I showed that her teachings were correct (Lev. 

18:23, 24), and that his were worse than nonsense.'4 

(The Leviticus passage that Kilgore refers to is the pro-

hibition in Mosaic Law on humans having "carnal rela-

tions with any beast.") 

In 1901, the Review and Herald published (together with 

a front page article, "Judge Not," by Ellen W h i t e ) a letter 

from a concerned Adventist asking the question, "Can 

amalgamated blood be saved?" T h e editors (now Alonzo 

T . Jones and Uriah Smith) replied that persons with amal-

gamated blood were certainly not beyond salvation and 

further that the amalgamation spoken of by Sister Whi te 

did not "violate or invalidate physiological law." T h e diffi-

culty was that science showed that hybridized creatures, 

such as mules, were infertile and could not perpetuate 

their species. However, they continued, "might it not be 

that sufficient results of bestiality would appear as to leave 

a trace of amalgamation, without destroying the power of 

church members in her authority even on scientific mat-

ters. As tentative as any argument from silence must be, 

then, her silence was by every indication a form of tacit 

acceptance if not approval. 

In 1868, two full years after his initial apologia for 

White's inspiration in her amalgamation declarations first 

appeared in print, Smith's defense of amalgamation theo-

ry was published yet again in its entirety by the church as 

part of an evangelistic tract entitled The Visions of Mrs. E.G. 



generation?" T h e amalgamation spoken of by Whi te "is 

seen in what is called certain 'races of men.' This shows 

that deterioration was not recognized to such a degree as 

to eliminate the human and transform any such offspring 

into beasts" (emphasis in the original).15 

In so many words, the flagship journal of the Adventist 

church at the turn of the century was simply upholding 

the church's long-held understanding based upon White's 

statements and Smith's vigorous if not authoritative inter-

pretation and defense of them nearly four decades earlier. 

T h e assurance offered to concerned members in 1901 as 

in the 1860s was: 1) that W h i t e spoke authoritatively not 

only on religious but also on scientific matters; and 2) 

that amalgamated persons might still qualify as human 

beings and subjects of philanthropic concern so long as 

they had at least some of Adam's blood in their veins, 

regardless of whether or not that blood had been tainted 

in the ancient past with the blood of animals. 

At the same time, the 1901 article seems to reflect a 

growing concern for the scientific difficulties posed by 

White's statements and an attempt to couch the idea of 

amalgamation in more convincing scientific language. 

This coincides historically with the birth of modern 

genetics, which Adventists may by then have had an 

uncomfortable and growing awareness of. O n e year 

before, the experiments of Augustinian priest and scientist 

Gregor Mendel had been rediscovered and independently 

confirmed by Hugo de Vries and Carl Correns. Mendel's 

groundbreaking 1866 paper, "Experiments on Plant 

Hybridization," was translated into English in 1901 for 

the first time. 

But the fact that some races were degraded or "lower" 

than others, as Whi te had alluded and as Smith had plain-

ly declared, was still taken as self-evident by most Adven-

tists, as it was by most Americans and Europeans of their 

day. T h e Hottentots of Southern Africa, who Smith had 

cited as quintessential examples of "amalgamated" beings, 

were the subjects of some particularly sensational com-

mentary in the Review and Herald throughout the nine-

teenth century. In 1861 John N. Loughborough quotes 

Benjamin Franklin saying that Hottentot men prove their 

manhood by beating their mothers. This illustrated, 

according to Loughborough, that those who "follow 

nature as a guide" in reality "follow self," which was the 

source of their "gross errors, and wickedness."16 In 1868, 

the magazine reported (to illustrate a Bible verse) that the 

Hottentots ' way of drinking was by stooping down and 

lapping up water like "dogs."17 In 1890, the journal wrote 

that Hottentots are "excessively dirty, lazy, and glutton-

ous." Its women "are especially ugly," the article contin-

ued. "They besmeared themselves with grease, which, 

when the sun was hot, trickled down their naked skin."18 

In 1891, the magazine informed its readers that the Hot-

tentots believe themselves to have been long ago "cursed" 

by G o d and that more than other tribes they tend to 

inexplicably lapse back into heathenism even after being 

educated by Europeans and baptized into the civilizing 

Christian faith.19 

"We must not carry things to extremes:" 
The Racial Conservativism of the Pioneers 
These facts should not be taken as evidence that Smith, 

White , or the other Adventist pioneers were racists within 

the spectrum of widely held racial views of their time. It is 

important to note that amalgamation theory played no 

central role in White's theology or in her later writings on 

Genesis. Many early Adventists (including most notably 

Joseph Bates) were deeply sympathetic to the abolitionist 

movement. T h e y leaned toward radical egalitarian think-

ing. There was no place within Adventism, Whi te declares 

in 1863, for individuals with pro-slavery views. "We must 

let it be known that we have no such ones in our fellow-



ship, that we will not walk with them in church capaci-

ty."20 Whi te went even further, endorsing defiance of a 

Federal statute, the Fugitive Slave Law, which required 

Northerners to hand escaped slaves back to their owners. 

"When the laws of men conflict with the word and law of 

God," she declares, "we are to obey the latter."21 

In 1867, one year before Smith published his defense 

of White's words on amalgamation, Tennessee clergymen 

Buckner H. Payne published (under the pseudonym 

"Ariel") the second edition of his book, The Negro: What is 

His Ethnological Status? (I have not been able to discover 

when the first edition appeared, whether before or after 

Spiritual Gifts.) Payne uses a vocabulary of "crime" and 

"confusion" very close to White's to explain Noah's flood. 

G o d could not tolerate "the crime of amalgamation," 

Payne writes, that is, the sin of "association with beasts" 

that had produced various races. "For this crime G o d had 

destroyed the world, sown confusion broadcast at Babel," 

he declares. "It is a crime that G o d has never forgiven, 

never will forgive, nor can it be propitiated by all the sac-

rifices earth can make or give." But whereas Uriah Smith 

argues in defense of White's prophetic authority that 

amalgamated blood is no worse than the blood of any 

sinner and that Christians must "labor for the improve-

ment" of the "lower races," Payne heaps vile abuse on 

those working to raise the political and social standing of 

African Americans. "The states or people that favor this 

equality.. .God will exterminate," he says. "You cannot 

elevate a beast to the level of a son of God."22 

W h e n placed alongside Payne's racist screed, some 

might argue, Smith's defense of White's statements on 

amalgamation thus represented a significant advance in 

racial thinking for the time. For one thing, Payne does 

not assume that animal-human amalgamations produced 

African Americans. H e assumes that blacks were created 

"beasts" to begin with, so that black-white "amalgama-

tions" were in fact the original animal-human amalgama-

tions. Payne's use of the term "amalgamation" should 

dispense once and for all with F. D. Nichols claim 

(repeated by a number of Adventist writers since) that in 

mid-nineteenth century America the word was not used 

to describe animal-human combinations. It clearly was. 

This is precisely why W h i t e was immediately understood 

by both her critics as well as Smith to be saying that 

racial differentiation was the result of animal-human 

hybridizations. It is nevertheless significant that Smith, in 



contrast to Payne, viewed non-European races as the cor-

rupted products of animal-human relations but as humans 

nonetheless. Does this not show that the Adventist pio-

neers were ahead of the rest of the country on questions 

of racial equality in their day? 

Such a reading of early Adventism would, unfortunate-

ly, be historically misleading. Although Whi te and the 

other Adventist leaders, as good New England Yankees, 

held progressive views on race and condemned the sin of 

slavery in ways that all Adventists can celebrate as a vital 

part of our heritage, they were not collectively as radical 

or forthright in their defense of racial equality as William 

Lloyd Garrison and others who most courageously cham-

pioned the abolitionist cause as a matter of religious duty. 

Garrison, who was also a devout Christian, had been 

arguing for complete political and biological equality of 

the races from the 1830s on, going so far as to publicly 

burn a copy of the U.S . Constitution to protest its pro-

slavery provisions during an abolitionist rally that includ-

ed Henry David Thoreau and Sojourner Truth as 

speakers. But prophetic action for racial justice, especially 

after the Civil W a r ended, was typically subordinated by 

W h i t e and the other pioneers, Malcolm Bull and Keith 

Lockhart document, to advancing "the work"—that is, to 

recruiting and baptizing more members without challeng-

ing America's racist social order.23 

O n more than one occasion, for example, W h i t e spoke 

against interracial marriage on the grounds that it would 

be cruel to produce mixed-race children but more impor-

tantly would sow controversy and "confusion," distracting 

from evangelizing efforts. In an 1891 speech to church 

leaders at Battle Creek, she spoke strongly against dis-

crimination and urged churches to open their doors to all 

races. "At the same time," she declared, "we must not 

carry things to extremes and run into fanaticism on this 

question. Some would think it right to throw down every 

partition wall and intermarry with the colored people, but 

this is not the right thing to teach or to practice."24 

In a series of 1970 articles in the Review and Herald, Roy 

Branson (relying primarily on research by Ron Graybill) 

argues that White's more uncomfortably segregationist 

statements were made not only out of pragmatic concern 

for church growth but out of concern for the safety of 

African Americans themselves in response to "the Crisis of 

the Nineties," in which newly converted black Adventists 

in the South faced angry white lynch mobs. W h i t e 

endorsed separation of the races, Branson writes, as a pro-

visional move to protect believers from physical harm.25 

Yet the Crisis of the Nineties had not yet begun when 

W h i t e made the statement quoted above against interra-

cial marriage. It would in fact be another three years 

before Edson W h i t e sailed down the Mississippi on the 

Morning Star to evangelize among African Americans in 

the South. But by 1894 there were still only 50 baptized 

African American church members.26 

And as late as 1912—three years after her then home 

state of California had expanded its "miscegenation" laws 

to prohibit marriages of whites with persons of Japanese 

descent (in addition to blacks and "Mongolians")—White 

repeated her opposition to interracial marriage as a source 

of "confusion" and obstacle to the spread of the Gospel. 

"No encouragement to marriages of this character should 

be given among our people," she writes: 

Let the colored brother enter into marriage with a colored sister who is 

worthy, one who loves God, and keeps His commandments. Let the 

white sister who contemplates uniting in marriage with the colored 

brother refuse to take this step, for the Lord is not leading in this direc-

tion. .. The taking of such a step will create confusion and hindrance. 

It will not be for the advancement of the work or for the glory of God.27 
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Here, by contrast, is what Garrison—sounding much 

more like the prophets Amos, Isaiah, and Jeremiah—says, 

in the face of constant threats to his life, during his 1831 

campaign more than nine decades earlier to repeal laws 

barring interracial marriage: 

If He [Go J] has "made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on 

all the face of the earth," then they are one species, and stand on a perfect 

ec/uality; their intermarriage is neither unnatural nor repugnant to nature, 

but obviously proper and salutary-, it being designed to unite people of 

different tribes and nations... Come, thou sagacious discriminator of 

skins, define thy boundary line! Let us know the exact shade and partic-

ular curl of the hair which justly deprive a man of his right of choice!28 

"Lost in the Forests Dank: Apes Are 
Degenerate or Hybridized Men": The Legacy of 
Early Adventist Amalgamation Theory 
Tragically, Shigley as well as Ronald Numbers show, the 

view that African Americans and other races were the 

result of animal-human amalgamations remained perhaps 

the dominant Adventist view well into the twentieth cen-

tury. In 1931, George McCready Price, concerned that 

White's statements on amalgamation were appearing less 

and less scientifically plausible, first proposed inserting the 

word "of" into the vexing passage to indicate that two sep-

arate "amalgamations" had occurred: "Since the flood, 

there has been amalgamation of man and (of) beast." His 

suggestion provoked a storm of criticism. D. E. Robinson, 

who had been White's personal secretary for many years, 

pointed out that Price's reading did violence to the plain, 

literal meaning of the passage when read in context, went 

against what Adventists had long believed, and failed to 

provide a suitable Adventist explanation for the clear evidences 

of common ancestry. "Mrs. White's statement, if accepted, will 

solve the problems connected with the close physical 

resemblance between man and some of the apes," Robin-

son declares. "Anyone who observes the chimpanzee, the 

gorilla, or the orang, would not find it difficult to believe 

that they have common ancestry with the human race."29 

In fact, Price himself—the founder of Adventist creation 

science—does not seem to have had any strong objections 

to the view that some humans might be the close relatives 

of primates. H e could find "no clear and positive evidences 

from paleontology" that apes existed before the flood. Pres-

ent day "anthropoid apes may be just as much a product of 

modern conditions as are the Negroid or the Mongolian 

types of mankind," he writes in The Phantom of Organic Evolu-

tion in 1924. It was entirely possible (though not certain), 

he speculates, that "apes are degenerate or hybridized men" 

with "the Negroid" being an intermediate species or link 

between them.30 Price's preferred explanation of the origins 

of the races places greater emphasis, however (following 

Lamarkian evolutionary theories), on the role of the envi-

ronment and "soft inheritance." This, in any case, is the pic-

ture he conveys in following rhyme, which he penned to 

explain where "the Negroid" came from: 

The poor little fellow who went to the south 

Got lost in the forests dank; 

His skin grew black, as the fierce sun beat 

And scorched his hair with its tropic heat, 

And his mind became a blank.3' 

Arguably the most traditional, orthodox, and literalistic 

Seventh-day Adventist approach to questions of origins 

thus includes the idea that humans and apes might very 

well share common ancestry—provided only that the ape 



is seen to have devolved or "degenerated" from the human 

and not the other way around. If an unbroken sequence 

of fossils were ever discovered linking humans and chim-

panzees, this would simply confirm what Uriah Smith, 

D. E. Robinson, and George McCready Price took to be 

a scientific fact: that (in Smith's words) "It is impossible 

to tell just where the human ends and the animal begins." 

And they took this belief from their understanding of the 

clear scientific evidences for organic evolution, which 

they did not deny but instead reinterpreted through the 

lens of White's writings as well as their own assumptions 

about the first verses of the book of Genesis. 

Early Adventist amalgamation theory—offered in enthu-

siastic support of biblical truth, doctrinal purity, Ellen 

White's prophetic authority, creation science, and literalis-

tic hermeneutics—may therefore help, at least partially, to 

explain other uncomfortable facts of Adventist history. For 

example, why in 1944 a black woman, Lucy Byard, was 

turned away from Washington Sanitarium for the color of 

her skin, dying as a result.32 O r why the General Confer-

ence cafeteria remained racially segregated until at least 

1957.33 O r why four Adventist students were reprimanded 

by the administration of Pacific Union College in 1965 

(which had racially segregated dorms) for having marched 

with Martin Luther King, Jr., in Selma, Alabama.34 O r why 

the North American Division's 1977 Manual for Ministers 

advised against marriages where "there are different racial 

backgrounds" (counsel that was only removed in 1992).3 5 

T h e major American prophet of the nineteenth century 

on the sin of racial injustice was in fact not White but Gar-

rison, who did more than any other single individual (his-

torian Henry Mayer compellingly shows)36 to force the 

slavery issue into the national consciousness, who warned 

in inspired language that if justice was not done a bloody 

conflict would unfold, and who proclaimed God's righteous 

judgment against all forms of oppression and discrimina-

tion. Nor, it must be said, was the prophetic community on 

matters of race and social justice in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries the Seventh-day Adventist Church. It 

was, if anyone, the Quakers, who pushed aggressively for 

integration of schools in the South, fought against employ-

ment discrimination, and in 1947 won the Nobel Peace 

Prize for their significant peacemaking and reconciliation 

efforts around the world (despite there being only 150,000 

Quakers at the time, in contrast to the Adventist church's 

by then half million members). 

"Words Were Presented to Me as if Written With 
a Pen of Fire": Did White's Thinking Change? 
For some, these facts can only mean one of two things: 

either we must develop ever more complex semantic and 

"scientific" arguments to defend the absolute authority 

of W h i t e and the infallibility of the Adventist Church 

on questions of origins, even in the face of a great deal 

of countervailing evidence and the often troubling histo-

ry of the very human movement W h i t e helped to create. 

O r we must be "intellectually honest," condemn W h i t e 

as charlatan and Adventism as a heresy, and leave the 

church. But are these really our only options? 

White's 1864 statements on "amalgamation" were 

republished in the 1871 version of The Great Controversy but 

were omitted from the 1890 Patriarchs and Prophets, most 

likely by Whi te herself. In 1947, the Ellen G. W h i t e Pub-

lications editors removed the statements as well as sur-

rounding sentences from The Story of Redemption. David 

Read suggests that Whi te dropped the lines in 1890 

because she sensed that the world was not yet ready for 

their deeper, hidden truth, which she too could barely 
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fathom. Amalgamation theory needed to lie dormant until 

modern genetics and "Jurassic Park" arrived and self-

described conservative or "historic Adventists" (see also 

Russell and Colin Standish3/) could decipher White's 

words for us and for her, upholding her prophetic author-

ity for a new generation of Adventists just as Uriah Smith 

did during White's own lifetime by appealing to the new 

discoveries of natural science. 

But there is another possibility that Adventists who 

think that the weight of the scientific as well as historical 

evidence really does matter for how we approach ques-

tions of origins must consider: W h i t e was wrong. Her 

words on amalgamation were not a prophetic vision of 

future events that would only become clear as those 

events unfolded. T h e y were an interpretation of events in 

the past that were by every indication influenced by sci-

entifically, theologically, morally, and racially dubious 

ideas that were already in circulation in her day. T h e 

prophet was not infallible; she did not write in a historical 

or cultural vacuum; she borrowed extensively from other 

writers; and the Adventist Church does not (at least offi-

cially) accept the idea of inerrant verbal inspiration. With 

the increasing digitization of libraries and old manuscripts 

it may only be a matter of time before we discover an ear-

lier source that was being circulated in the libraries of the 

pioneers in the 1850s and 1860s with precise parallel lan-

guage to White's 1864 amalgamation passages and with 

clearly racial intentions. And W h i t e might well have left 

the amalgamation statements out of Patriarchs and Prophets 

in 1890 not because they needed to wait another 120 

years for interpreters with greater scientific knowledge 

than she possessed to penetrate their secret, hidden 

meaning, but because she herself had grown uneasy with 

her earlier assumptions and language. 

In the same 1891 speech quoted above in which 

W h i t e opposed interracial marriage, she also offers these 

startling words: "While at St. Louis a year ago, as I knelt 

in prayer, these words were presented to me as if written 

with a pen of fire: 'All ye are brethren. ' . . . T h e color of 

the skin does not determine character in the heavenly 

courts . . .All are one in Christ. Birth, station, nationality, 

or color cannot elevate or degrade men."38 T h e reason 

these words are startling is not simply because of the 

force and immediacy of the vision she reported, but 

because of what they reveal to us about White 's ongoing 

moral and spiritual development and complex psycholo-

gy as a human being and religious thinker. T h e fact that 

W h i t e was on her knees, in prayer, and wrestling with 

questions of racial inequality in 1890 (around the same 

time Patriarchs and Prophets, with its introduction by Uriah 

Smith, first saw print) suggests that it was something she 

was continuing to grapple with in important ways nearly 

three decades after her amalgamation statements were 

first published. But why would G o d have so dramatically 

impressed on her mind in 1890 ("as if written with a pen 

of fire") the fact that "color cannot elevate or degrade 

men," if she already fully and unwaveringly understood 

this fact and its significance for the Adventist communi-

ty through her entire adult life? 

White's words in 1864, and again in 1890, were, it 

seems to this reader, the words of a woman struggling to 

hear G o d speaking in a particular time and place. And 

G o d did speak to Ellen White . But White's words are not 

the secret codes of an inerrant oracle. W e must dispense 

once and for all with the Gnostic view of prophecy that 

continues to consume many Adventists and that turns 

W h i t e into a nineteenth-century version of Nostradamus: 

an inexhaustible and infallible cipher who we can mine 

for answers to all of our scientific and theological dilem-

mas in the hopes of maintaining doctrinal purity or gain-



ing esoteric knowledge of the mysteries of good and evil 

so as to navigate a doomed planet and the challenges of 

modernity as the vanguard of the millennium. 

W h i t e may not have said all that we would have liked 

her to say on the subjects of race and science, and she said 

some things one wishes she hadn't. T h e result for the 

Adventist community is a decidedly mixed and morally 

ambiguous record on racial equality—a legacy we still feel 

up to the present. But Whi te too had a message from God, 

and she was willing to change—and did change—as G o d 

continued to wrestle with her heart. This human develop-

ment (which was not always forward and upward, at least 

judging from some of her more uncomfortable statements 

against interracial marriage in the final years of her life in 

contrast to the young Ellen's more courageous statements 

against slavery) is also part of White's gift to the Adventist 

church. It is a reminder that G o d has always worked with 

human vessels in the particularities of their fallen cultures, 

languages, histories, psychologies, and life experiences. 

W h i t e achieved something beautiful for God: a movement 

committed to a ministry of healing, to the faith of Jesus 

and the commandments of God, and to the message of 

Christ's soon return. It is these core beliefs that are the 

heart of Adventist belief and practice. But there is no rea-

son, in the light of what we know today both about sci-

ence and about history, why we should continue to 

defend, let alone revive, her statements on amalgamation 

in 1864 in order to answer pressing scientific and theolog-

ical questions of origins in the present. 

I conclude with a normative recommendation for church 

leaders and Adventist educators: early Adventist amalgama-

tion theory should be taught to Adventist college students in 

courses dealing with the intersection of faith, science, and 

origins. It should be taught not as theology or as science, 

however, but as nineteenth-century American and Adventist 

social history, with all of the relevant information surround-

ing White's statements clearly on the table for students to 

wrestle with and critically evaluate for themselves. This is 

what it means, I would suggest, to help young Adventists 

become thinkers and not mere reflectors of other people's 

thoughts. Unfortunately, fostering critical thinking and hon-

est reflection on our complex past and the meaning of 

Adventist identity in the present has not always been the 

clear goal of Adventist writers keen to uphold White's 

prophetic inspiration. Uriah Smith's defense of White's amal-

gamation statements was mysteriously alluded to by Nichol 

in 1951 in Ellen White and Her Critics, but without any analysis, 

explanation, or quotation. I can find no mention of Smith's 

words on the amalgamation issue in any of the numerous 

volumes on early Adventist history written by George 

Knight. It is not included among the searchable online docu-

ments of the White Estate. Nor is Smith mentioned by Her-

bert Douglas in his discussion of the amalgamation problem 

in his 1998 biography of White, Messenger of the Lord. Read 

includes a very short reference to Smith in an endnote to his 

book (with citation to Shigley's 1982 article), but only by 

way of dismissal as an example of the kind of reading of 

White the prophet herself would surely have opposed. Yet 

the weight of the historical evidence points in exactly the 

opposite direction. White did not oppose Smith's defense of 

her words, which she would most certainly have been aware 

of. This is precisely why his reading persisted as the only 

Adventist reading until well after White's death. 

Distressing as these facts might be for Adventists who 

subscribe to basically inerrantist understandings of 

White 's inspiration, those guardians of the Truth who 

would shield the Adventist community from difficult his-

torical or scientific facts, no matter how well-meaning 

they might be, are not providing creative or faith-build-

ing answers for young adults who care deeply about their 

church and who are also committed to a serious disciple-

ship of the mind. An authentic and profound fideism, by 

contrast, insists that we must face intellectual problems 

as real problems, not to be apologetically explained away, 

minimized, denied, ignored, quietly suppressed, or sum-

marily dismissed by way of appeal to the correct biblical 

verse or Ellen W h i t e quotation. T h o s e who would have 

Continued on page 62... 

% > 
Ellen the prophet 



DISCUSSED | Racial oppression, T. R. M. Howard, segregation, campaigning, Depression-era politics 

Civil Rights: New Studies on Adventismos Mixed Legacy I BY DOUGLAS MORGAN 

David Beito 

Samuel Londoi 

SLEUTH r, ' 

Linda Royster Beito Ellen White 

Seventh-day Adventists suffer from a well-earned 

inferiority complex about our history when it 

comes to civil rights and race relations. As the 

civil rights revolution rocked America during 

the 1950s and 1960s, it became painfully clear that racial 

discrimination had become deeply entrenched in Adven-

tism's institutional life. Furthermore, the church proved 

more resistant to change than the general society to 

which it was supposed to be showing the way of the 

gospel. Church leaders took a forbidding attitude toward 

agitation for civil rights in the name of Adventist faith. 

Little wonder, then, at the conventional wisdom that 

Adventists did not participate in the civil rights move-

ment. That is what Samuel London, Jr., heard repeatedly 

through the years as a young black Adventist. London, 

now a history professor at Bridgeport University in Con-

necticut, thus became intrigued upon hearing about a pas-

tor who was involved, sparking the research interest that 

led to his Seventh-day Adventists and the Civil Rights Movement 

Having attained heroic status in the mainstream narra-

tive of American progress, civil rights activism, in turn, 

has undergone gradual conversion from suspect to sancti-

fied in Adventist perceptions. Thus, some of the history 

London discusses had already begun to find its way into 

denominational media. Nonetheless, his book brings to 

light much that either has never before been published 

or never received the depth of treatment he provides. 

In Black Maverick: T. R. M. Howard's Fight for Civil Rights and 

Economic Power, David and Lynda Royster Beito introduce read-

ers to a fascinating and, in the words of NAACP chairman 

Julian Bond, "important personality sadly unknown to most 

students of the Civil Rights Movement."2 In so doing, they 

also present those who care about the Adventist past with the 

delightful challenge of what to make of a figure of truly nation-

al importance in the struggle for racial justice who emerged 

from the heart of the Seventh-day Adventist subculture. 

Surprises spring from both books that challenge long-

standing generalizations about Adventism's relationship 

to the quest for racial justice, while at the same time in 

some ways reinforcing them. 



SDAs and the Civil Rights Movement 
As have other scholars,3 London sees movement from a 

more positive approach to racial issues in Adventism during 

the nineteenth century to a "retreat from social activism" in 

the twentieth. He offers a positive assessment of Ellen 

White's role—both the agenda for holistic redemption that 

she set forth in The Southern Work in the 1890s and, more 

striking still, her shift to a pragmatic, temporary accommo-

dation of segregation around the turn of the twentieth cen-

tury. O n the latter point, London deepens understanding 

Such a study would need to take into account the range 

of Protestant approaches which would be more directly 

pertinent to the context for Adventism and Ellen White . 

London's neglect of this aspect reflects a drawback in his 

very worthwhile study: it seems rather oddly proportioned 

in places. He devotes, for example, 28 of the 144 pages of 

text to an at-times arcane discussion of early Adventist 

doctrine but says next to nothing about how Adventists 

related to slavery and the abolitionist movement. 

I make this criticism partly in hopes that readers will 

NAACP leaders in Alabama, 1940s 

Ella Baker 

Irene Morgan 

of the context for her controversial counsel by comparing 

Ellen Whi te with that the American Catholic religious 

leader, Katherine Drexel. Widely admired for her innova-

tive and self-sacrificing educational work and canonized by 

Pope John Paul II in 2000, Drexel also supported policies 

of racial separation for pragmatic reasons. 

London hopes that the comparison with Drexel "will 

debunk the false assertion that Ellen G. White , a co-

founder of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, held bla-

tantly racist views and thus contributed to the noninvolve-

ment and sometimes outright antagonism toward socioe-

conomic reform by the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

during the 1950s and 1960s." T h e comparison indeed con-

tributes to a needed corrective to perceptions dominated 

by problematic snippets from Volume 9 of the Testimonies, 

but is insufficient for such a comprehensive "debunking." 

Though Ronald Graybill made an excellent start four 

decades ago,4 we still lack a comprehensive, carefully con-

textualized historical analysis of Ellen White's prophetic 

leadership on race matters. 

not be put off by this and other rather puzzling lacunae 

and digressions in the book's first two chapters, and there-

by miss out on the invaluable narratives about twentieth-

century Adventists that come in the second half of the 

book. O n e of the most rewarding discoveries comes in 

Chapter 3 ("Afro-Adventist Activism in the 1930s and 

1940s"), in which the major figure is Matthew C. Strachan 

( 1 8 7 5 - 1 9 5 1 ) . After moving to Tampa, Florida, in 1937 for 

the final assignment of his lengthy ministerial career, Stra-

chan became president of the Tampa Negro Voters 

League and, in 1940, the Tampa branch of the NAACP. 

Not only the state's largest branch, it was exceptionally 

active under Strachan's leadership, with involvement in 

high profile legal cases as well an internecine conflict that 

brought him into interaction with national N A A C P lumi-

naries such Ella Baker and Thurgood Marshall. 

Two Adventist young people took courageous action 

that directly led to major, historic victories for the civil 

rights cause: Irene Morgan, whose bold resistance led to a 

major Supreme Court decision in 1946 banning discrimi-



nation in interstate transportation, and Terrence Roberts, 

one of the "Little Rock Nine," whose bravery in the face of 

hostile mobs, abuse and ostracism, in 1957 brought about 

federal intervention to uphold Supreme Court rulings 

against segregation in public schools.5 

London provides little that is new on these two people 

but makes his larger and more original contribution on 

activists in the ranks of the Adventist clergy such as War-

ren Banfield, Charles Joseph and Earl Moore. Matthew 

Strachan's leadership a decade earlier may have helped 

Irene Morgan bus protest 

Moore then offered the medical van to assist participants 

in the Poor People's March on Washington initiated under 

King's leadership. T h e van accompanied the marchers 

from Nashville to Washington, D.C., and remained there 

throughout the six weeks of the Resurrection City en-

campment and campaign for economic as well as racial 

justice, the protests of some leaders in the Southern Union 

Conference notwithstanding. 

While the activities of Banfield, Joseph and Moore have 

received at least some, if belated, attention in Adventist 

prepare the way for the election of another Adventist, 

Warren Banfield, as president of the Tampa branch of the 

NAACP in 1957. Banfield pursued the task with at least 

equal vigor, organizing controversial demonstrations for 

de-segregation of public facilities. 

As a young pastor in Greenwood, Mississippi, Charles 

Joseph became extensively involved in action for voting 

rights during and around the time of the Mississippi 

Freedom Summer of 1964—one of the most tense and 

violent points of the civil rights movement. Joseph was 

himself detained by the Leflore County court constable 

in a provocative attempt to register as a voter, though 

the authorities finally decided to release him without fil-

ing charges. 

Earl Moore, a ministerial colleague of Joseph's in the 

South Central Conference, gained the latter's support in 

raising funds for a mobile medical unit. Moore deployed 

the van to Memphis in 1968 to aid those connected with 

the sanitation workers' strike that brought Martin Luther 

King, Jr., to the city at the time of his assassination. 

publications, that of Franklin Hill II, to my knowledge, has 

not. In Savannah, Georgia, Hill served as vice-president of 

the NAACP chapter and as an organizer for the Southern 

Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the latter role 

leading to a friendship with Hosea Williams, one of Mar-

tin Luther King's leading lieutenants in SCLC. In 1963, 

Williams turned to Hill for help in arranging a speaking 

venue for Dr. King because other churches in the city 

refused to host him, fearing retaliation. Hill agreed to have 

King speak at the First Seventh-day Adventist Church in 

Savannah—a counterexample to the prevailing image of 

Adventists as lagging behind other denominations with 

regard to civil rights. 

Indeed, collectively, these and other examples render 

impossible simplistic generalizations about Adventists' fail-

ure to participate in the civil rights movement. That said, 

there is no question about the fact that the white leader-

ship of the denomination created an ethos both utterly 

intolerant of public activism for societal change and scan-

dalously tolerant of racism and segregation in the church. 



London gives a useful rundown of the factors behind this, 

such as an "apocalyptic eschatology" emphasized in a fash-

ion that discouraged hopes for social change, and a "sec-

tarian ecclesiology" that opposed church-based efforts to 

influence the political order. In running counter to the 

prevailing ethos, all of the figures London discusses faced 

some form of intense opposition, such as letter-writing 

campaigns, intimidation from church administrators, 

sometimes even threats of violence. Thus, racial conflict 

within the denomination is at least half the story in the 

imposing segregation, the regional conferences addressed 

the existing reality of pervasive racial inequity by enabling 

black ministers and congregations to exert a much greater 

degree of control over their own work. Though the 

denominational culture still made for a relatively cautious 

approach to race matters on the part of black church lead-

ers in the 1950s and early 1960s, the fact that those 

preachers who did take more provocative action were 

employed by black-run conferences insulated them from 

the direct recrimination of reactionary forces at work in 

Little Rock 9 

second half of London's book. 

London relates, for example, a first-hand account by 

Alfonzo Greene, Sr., about Oakwood students being 

denied admission to a worship service at a white Adventist 

church in Huntsville. It's a story that became widespread 

in denominational circles by oral transmission, but here we 

have a detailed, documented narrative of what turns out to 

have been a series of escalating incidents. 

W h e n letters from white Adventists in the Tampa area 

complaining about Banfield's activities reached General 

Conference President Reuben R. Figuhr, he collected them 

and sent them to John H. Wagner, Sr., president of the 

South Atlantic Conference, with orders to do something 

about the young upstart. Wagner passed Figuhr's letter with 

the packet of denunciatory letters on to Banfield, attaching 

a note of his own that said, "Keep up the good work!" 

That and several similar incidents related in London's 

book strikingly illustrate how regional conferences, the 

black-administered conferences which originated in the 

1940s, functioned to empower black Adventism. Far from 

the denominational leadership. 

Solidarity with the needs and struggles of the black com-

munity, or "community awareness," as London terms it, was 

of obvious and central importance in motivating these 

Adventists to act despite the formidable pressures imposed 

by both church and society. Yet London also sees the 

Adventist heritage and community as generating some 

encouraging influences. Frank Hale, whose lengthy and dis-

tinguished career in advancing opportunities for African 

Americans in higher education, included several years as a 

faculty member and then as president of Oakwood College. 

Hale found a progressive program for dealing with the race 

problem in Ellen White's book The Southern Work. Hale's 

chance discovery of the long out-of-print book did much to 

motivate his organization of the Laymen Leadership Coun-

cil, which called the denomination to public accountability 

for its racial polices and practices at the General Conference 

session in 1962, leading to major breakthroughs. 

T h e influence of black Adventist lay believers who were 

both pillars of their congregations and dedicated leaders of 



race organizations at the local level also influenced some 

of the figures in SDAs and the Civil Rights Movement. 

Alfonzo Greene, Sr.'s, introduction to Adventism, for 

example, came at a state NAACP convention where he met 

W.R. Saxon, an Adventist who was vice president of the 

North Carolina NAACP and a co-founder of the Asheville 

branch. Such grassroots witnesses modeled an Adventism 

fully compatible with activism for a more just society. 

Charles E. Dudley, Sr., the recently-deceased, long-

time president of the South Central Conference and stal-

oratorical and organizing skills to become the state's fore-

most black spokesperson. H e mentored and supported 

activists who went on to become enduring icons of civil 

rights, such as Medgar Evers and Fannie Lou Hamer. 

Howard's stature as a national figure grew in the 

increasingly tense atmosphere following the Supreme 

Court's Brown vs. Board of Education decision in 1954, when 

he organized a campaign that successfully resisted the eco-

nomic intimidation that Mississippi's segregationist white 

citizens' councils attempted to impose on civil rights 

wart race advocate in church politics, also found a role 

model who emerged from within Adventism, Dr. T . R. M. 

Howard ( 1 9 0 8 - 1 9 7 7 ) . But Howard's story complicates the 

picture well as enlarging it. H e was not just a grass roots 

activist but for several years a national figure. And, for a 

variety of reasons, he gradually withdrew from active par-

ticipation in the Adventist church. 

Black Maverick 
In Black Maverick, the superb biography by David T. Beito 

and Linda Royster Beito,6 Howard's Adventist connection 

is a secondary though important theme. Here, that con-

nection is our main focus, but its significance can only be 

appreciated when seen within the broader picture of 

Howard's prominence as a race leader, which reached its 

height in the early 1950s, just prior to the rise of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Along with a successful medical practice, 

Howard established a mind-boggling array of business and 

humanitarian enterprises in Mound Bayou, Mississippi. 

Working from this powerful base, he used his formidable 

activists. In 1955 the notorious murder of Emmett Till, a 

fourteen-year-old visitor from Chicago alleged to have 

spoken in an "insulting" manner to a white woman, boost-

ed Howard's prominence to its zenith. In major cities 

throughout the nation he spoke to overflow crowds about 

the outrageous conditions in Mississippi. With well-armed 

guards in place, his home in Mound Bayou became head-

quarters for those involved in the investigation and court 

case, including Til ls mother, Mamie Till-Mobley. 

N o one featured more prominently than Howard in 

African American newspapers in the mid-1950s. T h e 

Chicago Defender placed him at the top of its honor roll of 

race champions for 1956. O n the other hand, Mississippi's 

leading paper, the Jackson Daily News called him "Public 

Enemy No. 1" and a "big-mouthed Negro racial agitator." 

J. Edgar Hoover felt the same way, going to the unusual 

length of issuing a public letter denouncing Howard, who 

drew the FBI director's ire for criticizing the bureau's fail-

ings in connection with the Till case and other crimes 

against blacks in Mississippi/ 



Though the civil rights cause became Howard's preoc-

cupation in the mid 1950s, he did not make a career of 

political activism. He faded from the headlines late in the 

decade, just as a new generation of leaders and organiza-

tions were coming to the forefront. After moving to 

Chicago, he took a stab at electoral politics but fell far 

short in a bid for a congressional seat in 1958. Thereafter, 

he concentrated on his medical practice, establishing the 

Friendship Medical Center in the city's South Side. 

Whi le no longer at the forefront of civil rights organiz-

ordained minister, the teenager had no church to attend, 

being excluded from the only Adventist congregation in 

town on account of race. H e thus retained membership 

with his mother and stepfather in the town's African 

Methodist Episcopal Church. 

At Oakwood Junior College, though, Howard gave 

every indication of having become a fervent Adventist, 

and his gifts as a speaker and organizer rapidly became 

apparent. Before the end of his first semester, he organized 

a Young Men's Betterment Society on campus and led it in 

ing and oratory, Howard remained prominent in the black 

community and deeply engaged in addressing its prob-

lems. H e was a major ally of Jesse Jackson, whose Opera-

tion P U S H got its start in a meeting held in the "Safari 

Room" of Howard's capacious home, which housed tro-

phies from the doctor's frequent forays to Africa as a "big 

game hunter." 

It was from the heart of Seventh-day Adventism that 

T. R. M. Howard emerged to take his leading role at a piv-

otal moment in the history of the black freedom struggle 

in America. T h e Beitos tell this part of the story with 

impressive sensitivity to the subtleties and inner dynamics 

of the Adventist world. 

Wil l Mason, a white Adventist physician in Murray, 

Kentucky, encouraged young Theodore 's aspiration to 

beco me a doctor and helped support his education. 

Influenced toward Adventism by his white patron, 

Howard encountered its stark racial division immediate-

ly upon joining the faith. After he was baptized by the 

venerable Charles Kinney, Adventism's first black 

a campaign to raise funds for a new administration build-

ing. H e spent three summers at the quintessential job for 

Adventist college students—canvassing. He felt confident 

of the Lord's blessing with regard to sales, he wrote in 

1926, "for I am out for the purpose of winning souls." His 

$1 ,400 in sales in 1928 was far and away the highest total 

in the Southern Union. 

Howard's experience at Union College, where he trans-

ferred to complete his bachelor's degree, also anticipated 

future achievements as well as conflicts. Extraordinary suc-

cess as an orator and an interest in public affairs competed 

with his plans for a career in medicine. He entered the 

Anti-Saloon League's annual oratorical contest in 1929 and 

rolled to victory at every level, reaching the national finals 

in Detroit. His speech there to an audience of four thou-

sand and broadcast on radio garnered him a photo in the 

Chicago Defender and a lucrative offer for a ten-state speak-

ing tour from the Anti-Saloon League. 

Union College celebrated its oratorical champion, and 

he seems to have had some pleasant interaction with fellow 



students. Despite outward calm, though, Howard found 

some things about his experience as the college's only 

black student that were "awful hard to drink down." From 

the beginning, of his own accord, he diplomatically fol-

lowed the practice of choosing a table by himself in the 

cafeteria, so that white students who ate with him would 

have joined him by choice. But then in his second year, 

college president Paul L. Thompson, under pressure from 

white southern parents to maintain a firm color line, 

declared segregated seating in the dining room to be offi-

In southern California, Howard enjoyed some opportu-

nities for socializing with fellow black Adventists. Howev-

er, his primary romantic pursuit became Helen Boyd, a 

non-Adventist young woman from a well-to-do, socially 

prominent family. Through the Boyds, Howard met Char-

lotta Bass, editor and publisher of the California Eagle, the 

state's leading black newspaper. Bass quickly recognized 

Howard's abilities and arranged for him to contribute 

columns on a regular basis. 

Howard jumped directly into politics in 1932, cam-

Charlotta Bass 
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cial school policy, even though Howard was still the col-

lege's sole black student. It was a direct affront to the 

young man—his "thanks" for an attempt to be accommo-

dating was to make the demeaning color line formal policy. 

For social life, Howard resorted to Lincoln's black Bap-

tist and Methodist churches. T h e town's largest black 

church offered the eloquent young man its pulpit. Preco-

cious success, gratifying recognition, and abundant oppor-

tunity outside Adventism contrasted with dissonance on 

the inside. 

In the end, the attractive alternatives did not dissuade 

him, and he enrolled in the College of Medical Evangelists 

at Loma Linda, where he was groomed to head Riverside 

Sanitarium in Nashville, which the denomination was 

developing to serve the black community. Howard did well 

enough in his courses at C M E , but again his enormous 

energy and multiple gifts led him far beyond—to achieve-

ments as a newspaper columnist and political organizer that 

would be remarkable for anyone, but truly astounding for 

one who was also a full-time medical student. 

paigning for the influential evangelical preacher Robert 

"Fighting Bob" Shuler, who ran for the U.S. Senate on the 

Prohibition Party ticket. Shuler's bid fell short but gained a 

strong 25 percent of the vote in a three-way race. More 

striking still was Howard's leap across the ideological spec-

trum to the controversial campaign of the crusading novel-

ist Upton Sinclair, who ran for governor of California in 

1934, proposing to end the Depression with a socialist-

leaning program of economic reform called End Poverty in 

California (EPIC). T h e twenty-six-year-old medical stu-

dent was placed in charge of winning the black vote over 

to Sinclair, and then he was named assistant chair of the 

state Democratic Party to oversee the same effort on 

behalf of Democratic candidates throughout the state. 

O n e black newspaper hailed this appointment as "the first 

time in the history of the state that such recognition has 

been given to any member of our race." 

Up to this point, if C M E faculty and administrators 

were aware of the extent of Howard's political activities, 

they do no seem to have objected. But this was different. 



Fighting Bob" Schuler 

Upton Sinclair 

launched to present Adventism to African American readers. 

T h o u g h highly regarded both for his professional 

skill and his rapport with patients and other hospital 

employees, Howard found it difficult to share power 

with Harry Ford, a renowned expert in X-ray technolo-

gy who moved from Hinsdale to take the position of 

general manager at Riverside. Church leaders had much 

greater confidence in Ford and relied on him to keep an 

eye on Howard. As medical director, Howard also 

rebelled against a very strict set of rules and regulations 

Howard at his desl 

at the Friendship 

Medical Center in 

Chicago (1975). 

T h e problem was not, in the main, Sinclair's socialist prin-

ciples. Rather, it was his well-known antagonism toward 

organized religion. More to the point, his blistering attack 

in The Profits of Religion (1918) included denunciation of the 

Seventh-day Adventist Church as a "delusional cult" and 

"asserted that the Battle Creek Sanitarium peddled over-

priced vegetarian food for excessive profits." 

C M E Dean Arthur Coyne reported fury among both 

faculty and students at Howard's campaigning for Sinclair. 

More significantly, it soured the enthusiasm of the major 

>und Bayou, Mississippi 

figures behind the development of Riverside Sanitarium— 

educational reformer Edward A. Sutherland and the nona-

genarian financial patron Nellie Druillard—who had 

invested high hopes in Howard. 

Meanwhile, Howard succeeded in finally winning 

Helen Boyd's hand in marriage, but, despite repeated 

efforts, failed in convincing her to join the Seventh-day 

Adventist fold. T h e marriage "outside the faith" renewed 

and deepened the distrust of Adventist leaders, who found 

it especially disappointing in someone who was himself 

expected to take a leading role. It confirmed the suspicion, 

raised by Howard's extensive, high profile activity in the 

public arena, that outside interests and inducements would 

lure him away from full dedication to the church an its 

mission. "They never completely accepted him again," the 

Beitos write. 

Still, the plans for his leadership at Riverside proceeded, 

and Howard moved to Nashville to take up his duties as 

medical director in 1936. He also contributed his writing 

skills in health columns for the new Message magazine, 

regarding dietary practices and other matters. For exam-

ple, he prescribed ginger ale for patients on the second 

day after surgery, thereby defying the prevailing "water 

only" practice and violating a ban on sugary foods. Such 

squabbles, along with frustration over the church's fail-

ure to give the institution adequate support led to his 

formal resignation as medical superintendent late in 

1937, after only a year and a half, though he continued 

serving the institution on a contractual basis for another 

four years. 

Then, in 1941, the critical turning point in Howard's 

career came when he accepted the invitation of a leading 

black fraternal organization to become chief surgeon at a 

new hospital offering low-cost medical care in the impov-

erished all-black community of Mound Bayou, Mississippi. 

New enterprises and projects proliferated over the next 

decade—the Howard Clinic, a housing construction firm, 

credit union, and insurance company. T h e G o o d Will Park 

Recreation Center, which opened in 1945, brought him 

into the national spotlight. It featured an open-air dance 



pavilion, tennis courts, an Olympic-sized swimming pool 

(the first ever in Mississippi accessible to blacks), a restau-

rant (with much of its food supplied from his 1,000-acre 

farm), and a small zoo. 

In many respects, Ellen Whi te would have been 

pleased. Aside, presumably, from "worldly" elements such 

as use of the pavilion for dances, T . R. M. Howard may 

have implemented White's agenda for the "southern work" 

more effectively than anyone in the fifty years since she 

wrote about it. Along with presentation of biblical truth, 

education and "medical missionary" work, Whi te called for 

"farmers, financiers, builders, and those who are skilled in 

various arts and crafts go to this field to improve lands and 

to build humble cottages."8 In other words, economic 

empowerment. 

Indeed, Howard characterized Mound Bayou as a 

promising field for "medical missionary" work in account-

ing for his move there from comfortable circumstances in 

Nashville. In an interview that appeared in the national 

magazine Saturday Evening Post after the opening of G o o d 

Will Park, he called for "a practical application of the reli-

gion of Jesus Christ" in meeting the needs of Mississippi 

blacks, and his work can be seen as a far-ranging endeavor 

to do just that. 

Yet in Mississippi it also became clear that the specifi-

cally Adventist phase of T .R .M. Howard's life and career 

had come to an end. H e maintained friendly ties with 

Adventists, continued support for Oakwood and Loma 

Linda, and could be counted on for a generous contribu-

tion at Harvest Ingathering time.9 And in the end, he still 

felt the faith's pull. After suffering a heart attack in 1975, 

he spoke fondly of past associations with Adventist 

friends, his agreement with many of the church's doc-

trines, and sometimes declared, "I'm coming back. I'm 

coming back." 

But somehow it never happened. T h e Adventist cocoon 

had been too constricting for his vast and wide-ranging 

ambitions, drives and capacities. In addition, the excesses 

and controversies these generated (read the book for more 

details!) made it even more difficult finally to overcome 

the chasm. 

T h e church, too, had difficulty overcoming its off-

putting insularity. Tension between the desire to claim 

him, on the one hand, and to maintain purity, on the 

other, came to view in disputes over funeral arrange-

ments. Some of his friends wanted the funeral to be held 

in an Adventist church, but permission was denied. 

However, Harold A. Lindsey, pastor of Chicago's largest 

Adventist church, Shiloh, gave the obituary for the serv-

ice, held at Liberty Baptist Church. Jesse Jackson deliv-

ered the eulogy. 

T . R. M. Howard's story, and those of the figures 

Samuel London discusses, provide examples of Adventists 

involved in the black freedom struggle—often in heroic 

and inspiring ways. In some instances, the influence of the 

Adventist faith appears in a positive role. Yet this is over-

shadowed by the ways in which their involvement came in 

spite of or in contrast to the denomination's overall record 

on civil rights, which by the mid-twentieth-century ranked 

much closer to the tail than the head, despite the move-

ment's earlier promise. 

In their book Seeking a Sanctuary: Seventh-day Adventism 

and the American Dream, Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart 

brilliantly demonstrate that Adventism re jected the 

American Republic as a "vehicle of redemption."1 0 

Accordingly, Adventists insisted on the priority of the 

church and its mission over the state and the goal of re-

structuring the political and economic system through 

top-down, coercive means. W a s that priority meant to 

encourage disengagement from societal need, fatalism 

about meaningful change this side of glory, or passivity 

about oppression? T h a t remains debatable. But the 

church's history on race relations demonstrates more 

clearly than anything else that, all too often, that is 

what we, in our weakness, narrowness, and self-interest-

edness, have made of it. 

In 1965, according to one of London's sources, U .S . 

Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach phoned the 

General Conference regarding a lawsuit against the 

church by the Meridian, Mississippi branch of the 

N A A C P over the refusal of Adventist academies in the 

South to admit black students. H o w could a denomina-

tion that claimed to be Christian still practice racial seg-

regation in its schools, eleven years after the Brown v. 

Board of Education ruling, Katzenbach queried? H e warned 

church leaders that the tax exemption of their facilities 

would be in jeopardy if they did not de-segregate. At its 

Spring Meet ing in 1965, the General Conference C o m -

mittee voted a resolution urging immediate desegrega-

tion of all church-run institutions. O n this matter, it 

took the state to put Adventism on the road towards 

redemption. • 
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church. But how do international relief efforts figure in the 

Revival and Reformation that is underway? 

Revival and Reformation were modeled at Annual Council 

in the prayer and testimony sessions. Also a new committee 

had been created to propose ways to bring about the revival. 

Their work produced 12 major initiatives, including "777," 

Seventh-day Adventists praying seven days a week at 7 (am 

or pm) for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit's power and 

presence. Worldwide days of prayer and fasting were named 

for 2011, and a technology subcommittee was created to 

develop a support system and community for the initiatives. 

M y thoughts were mixed as I left Silver Spring. I was 

struck by the beauty and sincerity of the prayer session. If 

the Revival and Reformation can light a fire in Adventist 

spirituality, it will be a blessed thing. 

President Wilson has moved swiftly to put his vision into 

practice, taking on multiple assignments himself. H e now 

chairs the newly created Mission Board, the board of the 

Geoscience Research Institute, and (interim chair) Oak-

wood University, in addition to his presidential duties. He 

has stumbled with some of the things that he has put into 

motion. W h e n the Adventist Health people objected to his 

idea of distributing copies of the Great Controversy to every 

household in the zip codes surrounding the General Con-

ference building, he gracefully backed down—for now. 

What really concerned me, however, was the sense that 

the focus of the church is shifting away from reaching out in 

service to reaching in with judgment. Rather than being con-

cerned about serving the needs of the world, we are focusing 

on each other with a critical eye. T o use the words of Pastor 

Ryan Bell, there seems to be more concern about being right 

than about doing right. And that is worrisome. Judgment is 

not our job. W e are to be known by our love for one anoth-

er. It is only love that breathes revival into our souls. 

M y love for the church has never been greater—nor has 

my fear. I guess it is time to turn our eyes upon Jesus and 

look full in his wonderful face. And, perhaps, the things of 

earth—including all things bureaucratic—will grow strange-

ly dim in the light of his glory and grace. I 

B o n n i e D w y e r is editor of Spectrum magazine. 

http://www.trmhoward.com
http://wvwv.press.uillinois.edu/wordpress/?p=2791
http://www.lcsheafe.net
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Status, Trends and Analysis of Seventh-day 
Adventist Regional Conferences, 1950-2009 
I BY HENRY E. FELDER 

Overview 
This study assesses the development and effectiveness of 

Regional Conferences as administrative units from the 

period of 1950, shortly after Regional Conferences came 

into existence, until 2008, the last year for which there are 

published data. The study examines trends in membership 

growth, fund receipt, development of worker resources, 

concentration of the Regional Conference in the Unions 

in which they reside, and alternative models of local con-

ference administration. The study finds that the Regional 

Conferences have grown from 8.9 percent of the member-

ship and 5.7 percent of the tithe of the North American 

Division (NAD) in 1950, to 24.9 percent of the member-

ship and 17.7 percent of the tithe of the NAD by 2008. 

Regional Conferences in 2008 had the third and fifth 

largest membership among the 58 local conferences in the 

NAD, and the fourth and eighth largest tithe. In two of 

the six N A D Unions in which they operate, Regional 

Conference membership is more than 45 percent of the 

total Union membership. In addition, Regional Confer-

ences have experienced sweeping increases in the number 

of schools operated, teachers employed, and the number 

of ministers preaching the gospel. This study shows that 

Regional Conferences have moved from humble begin-

nings in the 1950s to its current stature and importance in 

the work of the gospel in the NAD. In every regard, the 

existence of Regional Conferences has resulted in unvar-

nished blessings to the members they serve and the Sev-

enth-day Adventist Church in which they are essential 

administrative units. 

The plan of the paper is: 1) to develop the baseline eco-

nomic and social structures that existed when Regional 

Conferences were established, 2) to review the critical 

membership, baptism, tithe and offering trends that indi-

cate how well missiology emphasis has been accomplished, 

3) assess the contemporary status of Regional Conferences 

relative to the North American Division and the Unions in 

which they function, and 4) present an analysis of the 

implications of alternative conference structures. 

Background 
Local Conferences in the North American Division of the 

Seventh-day Adventist Church are associations of church-

es for the administration of the work in specified areas. 

Local churches are the primary focal point for proclaiming 

the gospel, outreaching to the community, providing com-

fort to their constituent members and managing the funds 

received. The primary administrative functions of local 

conferences are: 1) to form a legal association to carry on 

financial transactions and to hold title to properties, 

including churches, schools, and other properties, 2) to 

issue credentials, licenses and certificates to the various 

types of conference employees, 3) to pay the salaries of 

evangelists, local pastors, Bible workers, school teachers 

and other employees of the conference, 4) to operate con-

ference institutions, including central headquarters, camp-

grounds, and housing facilities, and 5) to facilitate 

denominational work among the churches through depart-

ments.1 Local conferences are also the primary recipient of 

church funds, in the form of tithe that it collects from the 

local church and distributes for its own and for higher 

administrative units, such as the Unions, Divisions, and 

the General Conference. Conferences also have a mission-

al purpose in advancing the work of the gospel in their 

regions. This missional purpose includes encouraging pas-

tors, financing evangelism, fostering church schools, and 

maintaining a focus on the greater purpose. One writer 

calls this missional objective biblical, historical and occur-

ring in a cultural context.2 

Regional Conferences are recognized organizational 
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entities of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in the North 

American Division. The structure was formally adopted in 

1944 at the Spring Meeting of the General Conference 

Committee to provide for the organization of Black-

administered conferences where membership, finances and 

territory warranted. They are called Regional Conferences 

and bear the same organizational relationship to their 

respective unions as other conferences. Regional Confer-

ences follow the practice of open membership without 

regard to race, color, or national origin.3 

In 1944, the General Conference Committee in its 

Spring Meeting voted to recommend the development of 

Regional Conferences of African American members in 

selected unions across the North American Division.4 The 

recommendation included an expectation that an organi-

zation designed around the needs of the African Ameri-

can5 members of the Church would bring "great advance 

in soul winning endeavors."6 By 1946, five Conferences 

and two missions were organized. By 1951, seven Regional 

Conferences were operational: 1) Lake Region in the Lake 

Union Conference, 2) Allegheny in the Columbia Union 

Conference, 3) South Atlantic in the Southern Union 

Conference, 4) South Central in the Southern Union 

Conference, 5) Northeastern in the Atlantic Union Con-

ference, 6) Central States in the Central Union Confer-

ence, and 7) Southwest in the Southwest Union 

Conference. 

In 1966, Allegheny split into the two conferences of 

Allegheny East and Allegheny West Regional Confer-

ences. In 1981, South Atlantic was divided into South 

Atlantic and Southeastern Regional Conferences. T h e 

Central Union Conference and the Northern Union 

conference were consolidated into the Mid-America 

Union. These nine Regional Conferences are located in 

six of the nine Union conferences that make up the 

North American Division (NAD) of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church. ' The Pacific Union Conference, 

Northern Pacific Union and the SDA Church in Canada 

do not have Regional Conferences. 

Scope and Organization 
This is an analysis of the Regional Conferences and 

how well they perform the administrative and missional 

functions to which they have been entrusted. As such, 

this is not an analysis of Black Adventists and their 

trends, nor an analysis of whether Regional Confer-

ences have resulted in more members, or tithe and 

offerings than would be the case in the absence of 

Regional Conferences. It is also not an analysis of Black 

Adventists and their trends in those NAD Unions 

where there are no Regional Conferences. 

Success in administrative and missional efforts by 

Regional Conferences is not easily discerned, except 

through comparative reference points for such success, 

and the trends that show continuation of such success. 

These comparative reference points are proxies for sub-

jectively observed success. For example, a proxy for 

administrative effectiveness could be reflected in the 

amounts of tithe and offerings received by Regional 

Conferences. But, how much is enough and how do we 

know if what we observe are indeed indicators of suc-

cess? For this we use reference points—i.e., how other 

Conference administrative units are performing. T h e 

proxy for missional effectiveness could be reflected in 

membership increases as the gospel is advanced, nurtur-

ing, as few members choose to leave the church, and 

outreach into the communities served. However 

observed, it should be recognized that many of these 

proxies are subjective, and not all reviewers will agree 

on the appropriateness of the measures. 

In order to assess status and trends, data are used 

from the years 1950 to 2008 , when data were last avail-

able. T h e trend analysis will be in five-year intervals 

under the assumption that this is sufficient to determine 

trends. T h e principle analysis will be changes and rates 

of growth in membership, tithe and offerings. In addi-

tion, there will be summary assessments of data from 

1950, to establish a baseline, and from 2008 , to assess 

current status. T h e reference points come from what 

the data show regarding non-Regional Conferences and 

summary information on the NAD. This is justified as 

these become the quasi-standard for effectiveness, or 

lack thereof. T o place these trends in context, we exam-

ine data regarding the contextual environment of 

African Americans in the baseline and current years. 

T h e trends are measured against similar trends in the 

N A D and trends in the general populations in the Unit-

ed States. T h e purpose is to assess how well the 

Regional Conferences have fulfilled the intent in their 

organization to advance the work in the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church. 

T h e data used in the analysis come primarily from the 



Annual Statistical Reports of Seventh-day Adventists8 and U. S. 

Department of C o m m e r c e Current Population Reports9 for 

the years covered in the analysis. All data are as report-

ed in these series. T h e paper is in three parts: 1) A base-

line analysis from 1950, 2) An examination of trends and 

ratios for the period 1950 to 2 0 0 5 , and 3) A summary of 

the status of Regional Conferences in 2 0 0 8 . W h i l e this 

is an analysis of the Regional Conferences , there is an 

examination of the trends affecting Blacks and W h i t e s in 

income and population. T h e s e are used to provide 

points of reference for the analysis. 

T w o types of ratio analysis are used. In one, there is 

the ratio of the numbers from the aggregate Regional 

Conferences divided by the same numbers for the 

North American Division as a whole. This type of ratio 

shows what percent of the N A D is represented by the 

Regional Conferences . Membership ratios are used this 

way {e.g., What percent of the NAD members are in the Regional 

Conferences?). T h e other type of ratio is one in which the 

numbers for the Regional Conferences are divided b y 

the same number for the N A D minus the values for the 

Regional Conference . Th is type of ratio shows the rela-

tive value of the Regional Conference when compared 

to the value for the N A D minus the Regional Confer-

ence. Income ratios are used this way {e.g., What is the 

ratio of tithe paid in the Regional Conferences when compared to 

the tithe paid in the rest of the NAD?). All local conferences 

except Regional Conferences are called State Confer-

ences. T h e r e were 5 7 local conferences in the N A D in 

2 0 0 8 , of which nine were Regional Conferences and 4 9 

were State Conferences . T h e r e were nine Union C o n -

ferences, including the S D A Church of Canada. 

Baseline Status in 1950 
T a b l e 1 shows the memberships, t ithes and other indi-

cators for the newly formed Regional Conferences at 

the end of 1950 . T h e r e were 2 3 , 2 6 4 members in 2 9 8 

churches, who paid $ 1 , 1 9 5 , 6 3 3 in t i the and another 

$ 6 8 2 , 4 7 3 in offerings. W h e n these numbers are adjust-

ed for inflation to 2 0 0 8 amounts, they are the equiva-

lent of $ 9 , 3 2 8 , 3 2 9 , and $ 5 , 3 2 4 , 6 5 6 , respectively. 

T h e r e were 82 ordained ministers and 100 elementary 

school teachers. T i t h e per capita was $ 5 1 . 3 9 on aver-

age, but it ranged from a low of $ 2 6 . 1 5 in South 

Atlantic to a high of $ 6 7 . 8 4 in Al legheny East.10 At the 

end of 1950 , the Regional Conferences represented 

10.3 percent of the churches, 8 .9 percent of the mem-

bers and 5 .7 percent of the t i the in N A D . O n average, 

t i the per capita was 6 1 . 0 percent of the t i the per capita 

of the rest of the N A D (shown as Regional / N A D -

Regional) . T h e r e was one Black S D A for every 6 4 7 

Black Americans, and one W h i t e S D A for every 5 7 0 

W h i t e Amer icans . " 

Across the N A D as a whole ( including the Regional 

Table 1. Memberships, Tithe and Offerings of Regional Conferences and the NAD, 1950 

Conference Number Number Total Tithe Tithe 
of of Tithe and and Offerings 
Churches Members Offerings Per Capita 

Allegheny 4 6 5 ,039 $307 ,002 $ 5 7 2 , 1 1 6 $113 .54 

Central States 17 1,152 $70 ,616 $125 ,846 $109 .24 

Lake Region 29 3,091 $189 ,278 $285 ,292 $92 .30 

Northeastern 20 3 ,384 $241 ,243 $457 ,619 $135 .23 

South Atlantic 65 5,521 $173 ,413 $309 ,958 $56 .14 

South Central Mission 52 2 ,912 $119 ,888 $192 ,355 $66 .06 

Southwest Region 69 2 ,165 $94 ,193 $200 ,034 $92 .39 

Regional Conference Totals 298 23 ,264 $1 ,195 ,633 $1 ,878 ,106 $80 .73 

N A D Totals 2 ,887 259 ,939 $21 ,137 ,472 $35 ,898 ,649 $138 .10 

Regional Conferences 10 .3% 8 . 9 % 5 . 7 % 5 . 2 % 5 8 % 
as % of the N A D 

Source: Eighty-eighth Annual Statistical Report of Seventh-day Adventists: 1950. http://wvwv.adventistarchives.org/doc_info.asp?DoclD=11889 

http://wvwv.adventistarchives.org/doc_info.asp?DoclD=11889


Year 

C o n f e r e n c e s ) , there were 2 , 0 0 / 

churches with 2 5 9 , 9 3 9 members . 

T h e s e members gave $21 ,137 ,472 

($164 ,914 ,556 in 2 0 0 8 dollars) in 

t i the and a total of $ 3 5 , 8 9 8 , 6 4 9 

($280 ,081 ,258 in 2 0 0 8 dollars) 

in c o m b i n e d t i the and offerings. 

T h e t i the per capita of the newly 

formed Regional C o n f e r e n c e s was 

58 percent of similar amounts for 

the N A D as a whole . Thus , the 

Regional conferences represented 

but a small percent of the overall 

membership , t i the or offerings in 

the N A D . T h e creat ion of Regional 

C o n f e r e n c e s did not result in 

ma jor decl ines in the operat ion of 

the N A D . 

W e can place these numbers in 

perspective b y examining some 

aspects of the e c o n o m i c and social 

c o n t e x t into which Regional C o n -

ferences were organized. T h e 

Supreme Court ruling of 1 8 9 6 in 

Plesseyv. Ferguson12 made "separate but equal" the law of 

the land and was rigidly enforced in the South and in 

some parts of the Nor th . In many Seventh-day Adven-

tist Churches , there was rigid racial separation in 

churches , schools and institutions, fol lowing in the 

putative advice found in V o l u m e 9 of the Testimonies 

that advocated separation of the races.1 3 T h e lot of 

African Americans ' 4 was one of poverty, suppression, 

rabid discrimination in housing, wages, e m p l o y m e n t 

and health. O n the verge of the Civil Rights move-

ment , and before Brown v Board of Education,15 the lot of 

African Americans was character ized b y rural poverty, 

low wages and high unemployment . T h e median 

income for Blacks in 1 9 5 0 was $ 1 , 5 6 9 , or 5 0 percent of 

the median income of $ 3 , 1 3 5 for W h i t e s ; more than 

55 percent of African Americans were poor in 1959 , 

compared to 22 percent for W h i t e s , and all measures 

of school ing , health, housing and measures of well 

be ing were depressed for American Blacks.16 Regional 

C o n f e r e n c e s operated under dire fiscal condi t ions in 

just b e c o m i n g establ ished and ministering to a group 

largely neglec ted on the public scene. 

Table 2. Membership and 5-Year Rates of Growth of Regional 
and State Conferences, 1950-2005 

REGIONAL CONFERENCES STATE CONFERENCCES 

Total 
Members 

5-Year 
Growth 
Rates 

Total 
Members 

5-Year 
Growth 
Rates 

1950 23 ,264 — 236 ,675 — 

1955 29,491 2 6 . 8 % 263 ,957 12 .9% 

1960 37 ,184 2 6 . 1 % 295 ,180 13 .3% 

1965 48 ,673 3 0 . 9 % 332,182 13 .1% 

1970 63 ,349 3 0 . 2 % 376 ,377 12.8% 

1975 87 ,057 3 7 . 4 % 433 ,785 14 .4% 

1980 112,137 2 8 . 8 % 492 ,299 14 .3% 

1985 140,741 19 .1% 548 ,766 11 .8% 

1990 167,033 18 .7% 593 ,115 8 .1% 

1995 193,983 17 .9% 641 ,915 8 . 2 % 

2000 225 ,067 14 .3% 708 ,868 10 .4% 

2005 248 ,689 10 .5% 774 ,346 9 . 4 % 

Source: Statistical Reports of Seventh-day Adventists for years cited. Growth rates are calculated by author. 

Measuring Trends Since 1950 

Membership Growth Trends 
There were major changes in the economic, social, political 

and religious landscape that had a profound impact on the 

lot of African Americans as a whole and Black Adventists in 

particular, between 1950 and the time of our latest data, 

2008. T h e missiology thrust of the Regional Conferences 

over this time can be seen in its membership growth. Table 

2 shows how the Regional Conferences and the N A D have 

grown in five-year intervals from 1950 to 2005, and identi-

fies separately the membership growth of the Regional Con-

ferences and the rest of the NAD. Across all the Regional 

Conferences (with the addition of Southeastern and 

Allegheny West) membership grew from 23 ,624 in 1950 to 

269 ,700 members by 2008. T h e rest of the N A D grew from 

236 ,675 to 815,138. T h e ratio of Black Adventists to Blacks 

in the general population rose from 1:647 in 1950 to 1:144 

by 2008. Comparable figures for Whites are problematic, as 

the membership totals for the N A D after the membership 

totals for the Regional Conferences are taken out 

(NAD-Regional) includes a significant, but unspecified 



number of non-Whites. However, as an approximation and 

proxy, the ratio of White Adventists to the White American 

population rose from 1:570 in 1950 to 1:298 in 2008.17 

Regional Conferences were reaching more of their con-

stituents, on average, than was true for the rest of the NAD. 

This can also be shown by looking at the rate of growth in 

membership within Regional Conferences, when compared 

with the rate of growth across the rest of the NAD. 

Table 2 shows the rate of membership growth, and 5-

year growth rates for the Regional Conferences, and the 

State Conferences in NAD, over the period 1950 to 2005.18 

Over this period, Regional Conferences grew from 23,264 

members in 1950 to 248,689 in 2005. Over the period 

1950 to 1980, Regional Conferences grew at 5-year rates 

that were always more than 25 percent. After 1980, mem-

bership growth rates declined, so that during the last 5-year 

period, growth was 10.5 percent. Among the State Confer-

ences, the 5-year growth rate never exceeded 15 percent. 

However, by the end of this period, the growth rates of the 

Regional and the State Conferences were very close to 10 

percent. The converging of growth rates is consistent with 

explanations such as the maturing of the Regional Confer-

ences, as well as the opening up of the non-Regional Con-

ferences to membership among African Americans. The 

data show clearly that Regional Conference growth has 

splendidly achieved the original intent in the creation of 

Regional Conferences to achieve a "great advance in soul-

winning endeavors."19 

Baptism and Profession of Faith Trends. 
Net growth in membership generally begins with baptisms 

and profession of faith (POF) into the Church. On Table 3 

we see the overall number of baptisms and POF in the 

NAD and in the Regional Conferences in those years we 

have been tracking.20 In 1950, among all Regional Confer-

ences, membership increases through baptism and profes-

sion of faith were 2,228. For the years considered, 

membership increases reached their highest level in 1980, 

when 8,913 persons were baptized or joined the church by 

profession of faith. Meanwhile, total NAD increases rose 

from 16,504 in 1950 to 39,709 in the year 2008. Table 3 

also shows that starting in 1975, baptisms among the 

churches in the Regional Conferences generally accounted 

for between 2 0 - 2 5 percent of all baptisms in the NAD. 

While there have been some shifts up and down, this pat-

tern appears to have been stable over the 33 years in this 

series. These data are consistent with a vibrant Regional 

Conference administrative structure that consistently con-

tributes more than 20 percent of all baptisms in the NAD. 

By all reasonable measures, the Regional Conferences 

have advanced the gospel at numbers and rates that likely 

exceeded expectations when the conferences were intro-

duced. The Regional Conferences have increased their 

presence in the African American community at rates that 

have been greater for this community than the State Con-

ferences have for the majority community. This increase in 

presence has come about even though many Black Adven-

tists have memberships in churches outside the Regional 

Conferences (in those areas where Regional Conferences 

exist). This increase has also come about even as some 

State Conferences have become largely African American 

in actual membership. In addition, the membership 

increase has moved beyond just the African American com-

munity as all Whites, Asians and persons of Hispanic eth-

nicity have become members of churches in Regional 

Conferences. These increases have not come about ran-

domly or by chance, but with the Spirit of God moving 

amongst the administrative structures of Regional Confer-

ences to achieve the gospel commission. 

Table 3. Baptisms in the NAD and the Regional 
Conferences, Selected Years, 1950-2008 

Year Total Total Regional 
NAD Regional Baptisms as 
Baptisms Baptisms % of NAD 

1950 15,305 1,955 12.8% 

1955 16,925 2,417 14.3% 

1960 18,964 3,343 17.6% 

1965 22,065 5,072 23 .0% 

1970 25,612 4,694 18.3% 

1975 32,972 7,432 22 .5% 

1980 36,668 8,903 24 .3% 

1985 32,737 7,313 22 .3% 

1990 33,948 8,530 25 .1% 

1995 36,122 8,328 23 .1% 

2000 36,594 9,585 26 .2% 

2005 36,700 7,374 20 .1% 

2008 33,960 7,125 21 .0% 

Source: Statistical Reports of Seventh-day Adventists for the years shown. 



Table 4. Total Tithe and Inflation-Adjusted Tithe Per Capita for Regional and State Conferences, 
1950-2008 

REGIONAL CONFERENCES STATE CONFERENCCES 

Year Total Tithe 
(in millions) 

Tithe 
Per Capita 
Inflation-
adjusted 

Total Tithe 
(in millions) 

Tithe 
Per Capita 
Inflation-
adjusted 

Ratio of 
Regional to 
State Tithe 
Per Capita 

1950 $ 1.88 $401 $ 34.89 $ 658 60.9 % 

1955 $ 3.48 $571 $ 50.69 $ 7 8 7 72.5 % 

1960 $ 4 . 4 2 $525 $ 78.89 $ 9 0 4 58.1 % 

1965 $ 7.22 $531 $ 105.7 $1,017 52.2 % 

1970 $ 14.08 $628 $ 151.6 $1,120 56.1 % 

1975 $ 21.17 $609 $ 251.9 $1,078 56.5 % 

1980 $ 45.78 $551 $ 382.6 $1,106 49.8 % 

1985 $ 56.09 $550 $ 465.3 $ 9 1 1 60.4 % 

1990 $ 96.52 $553 $ 577.5 $ 893 61.9 % 

1995 $108.00 $561 $ 685.4 $ 846 66.1 % 

2000 $165.40 $636 $ 878.5 $ 9 5 7 66.5 % 

2005 $191.40 $662 $ 1,170 $ 9 7 5 67.9 % 

2008 $201.00 $586 $ 1,101 $ 9 0 2 64.9 % 

Source: Author calculations from data on per capita giving found in the Statistical Reports of Seventh-day Adventists and calculations using the U.S. Census 
Bureau Annual Average Consumer Price Index Series, 1947 to 2008. 

Trends in Tithe and Offerings 
Total tithe and offerings for Regional Conferences have 

grown as church memberships have grown. From humble 

amounts in 1950, gifts have increased dramatically from 

$1.88 million to over $200 million in 2008. Tithe and offer-

ings received by the NAD went from a modest $37.8 mil-

lion (including the Regional Conferences) in 1950 to $1.3 

billion by 2008. Even when adjusted for inflation, tithe and 

offering growth have been dramatic and at rates far greater 

than those for State Conferences. Table 4 provides a sum-

mary of the trends in the NAD receipt of tithe, while also 

adjusting for the impact of membership growth.21 

Table 4 offers critical insight into the gifting patterns of 

members of Regional Conferences when compared to the 

information for State Conferences. Tithe gifts offer a win-

dow into member well-being and are a better barometer of 

giving patterns than the combined tithe and offerings. The 

tithe per capita, when adjusted for inflation, provides an 

example of consistency in giving to the church that adjusts 

for membership growth and the changing value of money. 

This indicator combines critical information about mem-

bership growth and how well giving has kept up with that 

growth in real dollar. 

Figure 6 shows the per member tithe, adjusted for the 

effects of inflation, for the Regional Conferences and the 

rest of the NAD for the period 1950 to 2008. In 1950, 

members of Regional Conferences returned $401 per capita 

in inflation adjusted dollars. The rest of the NAD returned 

$658 per capita. Real tithe and offerings for the Regional 

conference reached about $600 per capita and has 

remained around that amount until the latest year for data. 

Over this period, Regional Conference members returned 

tithe ranging from $401.22 in 1950 to $585.78 in 2008. In 

the rest of the NAD, real tithe per member varied from 

$658 in 1950 to $902 in 2008. For Regional conference 

members, the time of the greatest per member giving was 

the period 2000 to 2008. By contrast, the time of greatest 

per member giving for the rest of NAD was the period 



from 1965 to 1980. 

For all of North America, per member giving declined 

after 2005, probably reflecting the severe recession that 

started in that year. The data suggest that from about 1980 

to the present, the amount of tithe per member for the 

Regional Conferences and the rest of the NAD are in a 

fairly narrow range, following increased tithe giving in ear-

lier years. The data are consistent with members adjusting 

their tithe for inflation, but there is no real increase in giv-

ing. This pattern is true for the Regional Conferences as 

well as the rest of the NAD. The important lesson is in the 

consistency with which Regional conference members have 

provided tithe offerings to the Church over the life of the 

Regional Conferences. 

Non-tithe offerings reflect giving for local church needs 

and support functions for the world church. W e noted in 

Table 1 that in 1950 members in Regional Conferences 

gave $57.10 for every $100.00 given in tithe. For the rest 

of the NAD, the ratio in 1950 was $70.60 in offerings for 

every $100 in tithe. Over the period 1950 to 2008, this 

ratio varied widely due, in part, to reporting difficulties 

with offerings and the allocations made by individuals and 

churches.22 Figure 1 provides a graphic illustration of how 

the ratio of offerings to tithe has varied over this time. 

Regional Conference members, on average, provide less 

funding for local needs for every $100 provided for tithe 

than does the rest of the NAD. This rate has been declin-

ing over time, although there has been a lot of variation in 

the rates. By 2008, members in Regional Conference, on 

average, have contributed $27 dollars in local offerings for 

every $100 in tithe offerings. In the State Conferences, 

members contribute $50 in local offerings for every $100 in 

tithe. Thus, Regional Conference members do not support 

local needs to the same extent as do State Conference 

members. 

The tithe and offerings trends shown here are specific to 

the Adventist community in North America. T o put these 

trends into perspective, we need to know how well the 

Figure 1. Ratio of Offerings to Tithe in Current Dollars for Regional and State Conferences, 
1950-2008 
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Figure 2. Ratio over Time of Regional Conference to State Conference Tithe and Black-to-White 
Income, 1950-2008 
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tithe of members of the Regional Conferences relates to 

the larger community of African Americans in the nation as 

a whole. Are members of Regional Conferences relatively 

better or worse off when compared to the predominantly 

White members in the State conferences? 

T o assess how income trends in the Regional Conferences 

relative to the income trends in the African American com-

munity as a whole, two ratios were constructed. One ratio 

was the per member tithe of Regional Conference members 

to the per member tithe of the rest of the NAD. The rest of 

the NAD is taken as a proxy for Whites, even as more 

African Americans have become members of the churches 

outside the Regional Conference. The other ratio was the 

median income of Black families to the median incomes of 

White families. To the extent that these ratios trend in a sim-

ilar fashion, the Regional Conferences can be said to proxy 

the Black community and the NAD outside the Regional 

Conferences can be said to proxy White Americans.23 The 

resulting ratios over time are shown on Figure 2. 

Figure 2 shows that in 1950, Regional Conference per 

member tithe was 61 percent of the per member tithe of 

the State Conferences. In the same year, the median 

income of Black families was 49.7 percent of the median 

income of White families. By 1985, the tithe ratio and the 

income ratio converged and has remained close ever since. 

By 2008, the ratios were 65.0 and 61.6, for tithe and 

income, respectively. These ratios are supportive of the 

notion that the tithe acts as a proxy for the income of 

members of Regional Conferences and that the giving pat-

tern is essentially the same as the Black-White median 

income ratio of the larger American community. On aver-

age, then, the tithe-giving patterns of members of the 

Regional Conferences are reflective of the economic status 

of Blacks in this country. 



Summary of Membership and Income Trends 
The trends in membership and tithe for Regional Confer-

ences can easily be summarized as shown in Figure 3. This 

chart shows that in 1950, 8.9 percent of all Adventists in 

the NAD were members of the Regional Conferences. 

These members contributed 5.7 percent of the tithe. Over 

time, Regional Conference membership grew to nearly 25 

percent of all members in the NAD, while tithe grew to 

17.7 percent of all tithes. Historically, African Americans 

have had less income than White Americans, so it is not 

surprising that in the Regional Conferences the tithe per-

cent has not caught up with the membership percentage, 

although the gap is narrowing. The overall findings are 

that Regional Conferences are a growing presence in the 

NAD in both membership and tithe, and have all the 

attributes of successful ecclesiastical administrative units. 

Other findings are: 

• Regional Conferences have consistently increased their 

memberships at rates that exceed the rest of the NAD. 

• Regional conference members have consistently provid-

ed baptisms in proportion to their membership that is 

now consistently between 20 and 25 percent of all bap-

tisms in the NAD. 

• Regional Conferences have consistently increased their 

presence in the African American community with 

member-to-community ratios consistently higher than 

that of the rest of the NAD. They have also extended 

their presence into other racial and ethnic communities. 

Figure 3. Growth in Percent Membership and Tithe for Regional Conferences in the NAD, 
1950-2008 
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• Members of Regional Conference churches have consis-

tently returned an inflation-adjusted tithe per capita that 

has continued through varied economic conditions, 

Current Status of Regional Conferences 
By 2009,24 significant changes had occurred in the key 

variables that showed Regional Conference effectiveness. 

Membership growth, tithe and offerings, and indicators 

of effectiveness are clearly demonstrated. Membership 

had increased to 269,700 (25 percent of the NAD); tithe 

had grown to $157,984,796 (18 percent of the NAD); 

and offerings were $43,031,429 (12 percent of the 

NAD). There were 586 credentialed ministers, represent-

ing 27 percent of the ministers in the Unions where 

Regional Conferences occurred. There are 994 churches 

in the Regional Conferences and they have, on average, 

271.3 memberships per church. More than 70 of these 

churches have memberships that are largely Hispanic, 

Asian, or even Caucasian. There are 4,230 churches in 

the rest of the NAD, and they have, on average, 192.3 

members per church. Thus, by 2008, churches in 

Regional Conferences were larger, had a higher rate of 

baptisms, had a higher rate of growth, and had indicators 

of administrative effectiveness that were greater, on aver-

age, than the rest of the NAD. 

Key Indicators of Membership, Tithe, Ministry 
and Education in Specific Unions 
Table 5 emphasizes that in the 60 years since the incep-

tion of Regional Conferences, there are differences in 

member size, tithe, tithe per capita, and the amount of rel-

ative (to tithe) offerings varies considerably. Each confer-

ence has its own set of characteristics, and Table 2 

reinforces the idea that Regional Conferences are not 

homogeneous. 

As administrative units, the Regional Conferences oper-

ate within six of the nine Unions of the NAD, and their 

impacts are more concentrated relative to those Unions 

than to the NAD as a whole. Allegheny East and Alleghe-

ny West are part of Columbia Union Conference (CUC); 

Central States is part Mid-America Union Conference 

(MAUC); Lake Region is part of Lake Union Conference 

(LUC); Northeastern is part of Atlantic Union Conference 

(AUC); South Atlantic, South Central and Southeastern 

are part of the Southern Union Conference (SUC); and 

Southwest Region is part of Southwest Union Conference 

(SWUC). Differences across the country in such areas as 

incomes and attitudes towards religion make intra-Union 

comparisons meaningful. 

Table 6 shows the impact of Regional Conferences in 

2008 in the six Unions in which they occur, in areas of 

Table 5. Memberships, Tithe and Offerings of Regional Conferences and the NAD, 2009 

Conference Number Number Total Total Tithe Tithe 
of of Tithe and and Offerings 
Churches Members Offerings Per Capita 

Allegheny East 106 36,124 $30,418,230 $31,884, 046 $974.00 

Allegheny West 48 13,311 $6,879,808 $8,973, 864 $711.14 

Central States 33 12,665 $5,233,659 $9,435, ,745 $784.03 

Lake Region 106 29,161 $11,424,918 $15,608, ,714 $548.19 

Northeastern 177 48,521 $38,071,188 $51,663 ,798 $1,113.08 

South Atlantic 156 44,233 $20,868,656 $26,257 ,717 $668.48 

South Central 136 28,230 $18,257,179 $27,356 ,695 $811.41 

Southeastern 138 39,126 $19,417,691 $24,849 ,821 $681.06 

Southwest Region 98 23,574 $10,406,897 $18,043 ,265 $783.81 

Regional Conference Totals 998 274,945 $160,978,226 $214,073 ,665 $808.07 

NAD Totals 5,254 1,108,158 $877,932,667 $1,507,112 ,153 $1,408.65 

REGIONAL/NAD 19% 25% 18% 14% 5 7 % 

Source: Unpublished statistical data for 2009 from the General Conference Office of Archives and Statistics. 
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1) church membership, 2) tithe, 3) 

number of ministers, and 4) number 

of teachers. These four measures 

provide comparative indicators of 

mission focus, administrative effec-

tiveness, operational effectiveness 

and scope of mission into critical 

areas such as education. 

In A U C and S U C , Regional Con-

ference membership exceeds 45 per-

cent of the total membership of the 

Unions. In C U C and LUC, Region-

al Conference membership is more 

than 35 percent. In A U C and C U C , 

Northeastern and Allegheny are not 

only the largest conferences, but 

also produced the largest amount of tithe.23 Tithe 

receipts from Regional Conference members are more 

than 30 percent of the total tithe in A U C , C U C , and 

S U C . Table 6 also shows that the percent of creden-

tialed teachers closely matches the percent of ministers 

per Union. This is another indicator of the investment 

in education that Regional Conferences make. In each of 

the Unions, the number of credentialed ministers in the 

Regional Conferences closely matches the percent of 

the tithe from the Regional Conferences in that Union. 

This is to be expected, as tithe offerings are the main 

source of funding for ministers. 

Figure 4 shows comparative tithe per capita in the 

Union as a whole and the specific tithe per capita of the 

Regional Conferences in their structures. The relative 

amounts vary considerably across Unions. For example, 

in the Columbia Union, Allegheny East has a higher 

tithe per capita ($949) than that of the Union as a 

whole ($920) . The largest difference appears in the Lake 

Union, with an overall tithe per capita of $850 com-

pared to the tithe per capita of $412 in the Lake Region 

Conference. 

The results of Table 6 and Figure 4 show differences in 

the relative strengths of Regional Conferences in the 

Unions in which they are located. The overall data, how-

ever, provide strong indicators of the strength of Regional 

Conferences in the critical areas that support the gospel 

mission and show administrative success. These data also 

highlight how intertwined the presence of Regional Con-

ferences is to the Unions in which they reside. 

Table 6. Regional Conference Representation in the Unions 
Where They Function, 2008 

PERCENT REPRESENTATION BY REGIONAL CONFERENCES 

Union Members Tithe Ministers Teachers 

Atlantic Union 47.1 % 40.5 % 38.4 % 35.2 % 

Columbia Union 36.2 % 32.3 % 37.1 % 20.9 % 

Lake Union 35.2 % 17.0 % 18.2 % 10.2 % 

Mid-America Union 19.5 % 9.5 % 11.7 % 6.6 % 

Southern Union 45.2 % 30.5 % 29.9 % 26.2 % 

Southwest Union 21.4 % 15.2 % 15.5 % 5.0 % 

Source: Author's calculations from 146th Annual Statistical Report-2008. Office of Archives and Statistics. 

Where Do We Go From Here? 
Recent voices have called into question the efficacy of 

Regional Conferences, and some have equated the con-

tinued existence of Regional Conferences with tribalism, 

ethnic cleansing, neo-Nazism, and Black and White 

racism.26 Other criticisms are raised suggesting that it is 

time to disband Regional Conferences on the grounds 1) 

that they represent division in the church, 2) we are in a 

post-racial world where past discriminations are no 

longer a valid reason to continue Regional Conferences, 

and 3) the continued presence of Regional Conferences 

goes against Biblical admonitions that the Church of 

Christ should be one.2/ 

The papers reviewed have not examined carefully 

administrative structure in the Adventist Church, nor have 

they analyzed just what it would mean to dismantle 

Regional Conferences. In addition, most such criticisms 

co-mingle attributes of the local churches and attributes of 

Regional Conferences and incorporate labels of "discrimi-

nation," "segregation," and "race-based division" to justify 

the ultimate objective to disband Regional Conferences. 

2 Samuel 11:27 tells us that what David "had done 

[with Bathsheba] displeased the Lord." However, 2 Samuel 

12:25 says of Solomon [the product of the illicit relation-

ship with Bathsheba], "and he called his name Solomon: 

and the Lord loved him." Paul circumcised Timothy (Acts 

16:3) after arguing passionately against it (1 Cor. 7:18, 

19). God does not rewind the clock to what should have 

been, but deals with us where we are. In the same way, the 

calls for the disbanding of Regional Conferences do not 



spend much effort to tell us just how these Conferences 

are to be disbanded and what the resulting restructuring 

arrangements will look like. Nor is much effort expended 

in showing that the results will improve administrative 

functioning or reduce perceived divisiveness in the 

Church. It is useful to consider present administrative 

structures and implications for restructuring. 

Models of Conference Administration 

The West Coast Model. The West Coast Model of admin-

istration of the work amongst Blacks, Hispanics and Asians 

consists of overwhelmingly Caucasian administrators with 

African American, Hispanic and Asian ministries.28 The 

Ministry or Department director has specific coordination 

responsibility for the racial or ethnic group he is identified 

with, but with a largely advisory role. This structure exists 

at both the Union and local conference levels. 

The West Coast Model explicitly recognizes that there is 

a need for directed ministries for African Americans, His-

panics and Asians. The administrators within this Model, 

with rare exception, have been White, with minority 

Department directors. All Seventh-day Adventist members 

are free to attend any church he or she wants. However, if 

that church is predominantly Black, Hispanic or Asian, then 

in the Pacific Union or the North Pacific Union the church 

falls under one of the specific ministries. There is a minority 

coordinator at the Union Conference level, but local con-

ferences may elect to have minority coordinators for 

whichever minority community it serves.29 These adminis-

trators are largely advisory to the Conference Committee 

and do now exercise the roles and functions of whole con-

ferences. At the local church level, racial and ethnic diversi-

ty is dependent on church options, location, and choice. 

However, diversity generally occurs when Blacks, Hispanics 

or Asians attend predominantly White churches. Diversity 

Figure 4. Regional Conferences and the Tithe Per Capita for 2008 
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in the other direction—Whites attending predominately 

Black, Hispanic or Asian churches or schools is rare. 

The East Coast Model. The East Coast Model of adminis-

tration of the work amongst Blacks, Hispanics and Asians 

consists of Regional Conferences with overwhelmingly 

Black administrators and other Conferences with over-

whelmingly White administrators. Both types of adminis-

trative structures have ethnic and racially diverse 

congregations. Black, Hispanic and Asian members are 

free to attend any church he or she wants. There are pre-

dominantly Black churches that are not in the Regional 

Conference structure, and predominantly Hispanic or 

White churches that are in the Regional Conferences. 

However, most diversity occurs when Blacks, Hispanic 

and Asians attend predominantly Caucasian churches. 

Diversity in the other direction-Caucasians attending pre-

dominantly Black churches or schools is rare. 

The East Coast Model also explicitly recognizes that 

there is a need for directed ministries for African Ameri-

cans. Because of the history and racial make-up of the East 

and Mid-West, no explicit need for Hispanic or Asian 

ministries has been identified. Black, Hispanic and Asian is 

free to choose any church he or she wants, and important-

ly, to have membership under the type of administrative 

structure he or she wants. There is no discrimination, no 

segregation under the East Coast Model. Because of choic-

es by White Adventists, Black churches are less likely to 

have the full range of racial diversity that is exhibited in 

predominantly White churches. Where Regional Confer-

ences exist, there is the full application of the roles and 

responsibilities of conferences. In 2008, this included com-

mitments to the more than 1,300 workers employed by 

Regional Conferences.30 

Unity (Consolidation) Model. Implicit in the call for the 

disbanding of Regional Conferences is a move towards the 

West Coast Model of church administrative structure. The 

call for unity likely means that Regional Conferences 

would see their legal status ended, their assets distributed 

across existing conferences, and an ad hoc administrative 

arrangement (inherently unstable) cobbled together. 

Alternative Unity Model. O n e alternative model could 

result in the consolidation of two or more conferences 

with parameters established regarding administrators, 

locale, legal status, and authority for the consolidated 

conferences. There are no known reports on this as a 

possible model, nor is it clear that those who call for the 

disbanding of Regional Conferences are considering this 

alternative. This model is not being discussed, and since 

several Regional Conferences are dominant in their 

Unions, this model has not been part of the discussion. 

Possible Implications of Disbanding 
Regional Conferences 
In light of the information presented here, the wholesale 

disbanding of Regional Conferences has several poten-

tial implications: 

• Conference structures in the NAD would resemble 

the West Coast Model as it relates to Black American 

administrators. In some instances African American 

administrators would preside over what would be 

State Conferences, but the depth of African American 

administrative interaction would be limited to a few 

positions within the administration. 

• T h e administration of the Regional Conferences 

would transfer from successful models of administra-

tion shown in the data above and transfer those func-

tions to a largely White set of administrators. No 

mention is made of disbanding State Conferences 

with a merger of conferences, so the clear implication 

is that the existing State conference administration 

would remain largely intact. 

• Changing the legal and contractual structures that 

undergird the African American Adventist communi-

ties in which these structures operate would also 

affect the communities in which these structures 

operate. 

So what will come of this conversation? T h e U.S . 

Census Bureau reports that 52 percent of Blacks in 

America live in metropolitan areas, inside central 

cities, compared with 21 percent of non-Hispanic 

Whites.3 1 It doesn't seem likely that the church, in 

pursuit of an elusive concept of unity, would disband 

demonstrably effective, Black-administered structures 

that are responsible for 25 percent of the membership 

and 15 percent of the cash flow of the NAD, in favor 

of turning that responsibility over to overwhelmingly 

White-administered structures that are largely head-

quartered in suburbs. 



After a ten-year study of the Black Church, scholars 

Lincoln and Mamiya had this to say regarding the merg-

er of three Black Methodist denominations: 

However, church mergers are among the most complicated of human 

endeavors, and the restructuring of ecclesiastical entities seem to 

founder more often than they succeed. Human interests vested in 

positions of power and leadership must he resolved once the doctrinal 

and ritual preferences have been resolved. Traditions are not readily 

relinquished, even in the face of the obvious, and emotions sometimes 

speak with more authority than either reason or practicality. n 

T h e problems identified by Lincoln and Mamiya seem 

to capture the difficulties of the church moving towards 

any model that includes disbanding or merging Regional 

Conferences. W h i l e no doctrinal issues are involved for 

an Adventist unity consolidation, the Methodists did not 

face the also explosive issue of racial politics in a twenty-

first century world. T h e movement from the East Coast 

Model to the West Coast Model or a similar construct 

through disbanding Regional Conferences means to 

move from more effective means of performing the mis-

sion of the church to less effective. W i t h G o d all things 

are possible, but it is possible that we have already seen 

and are implementing "a better way." 

Conclusions 
T h e analysis presented here has shown that Regional Con-

ferences have moved from humble beginnings of the 

1940s to the current stature and importance in the work of 

the gospel in the North American Division. In every 

regard, the existence of Regional Conferences has brought 

unvarnished blessings to the many members they serve 

and the Seventh-day Adventist Church in which they are 

essential administrative units. Membership in the churches 

of the Regional Conferences is open to all without regard 

to race or ethnicity. As administrative structures, however, 

Regional Conferences have overwhelmingly Black admin-

istrators, and Conferences in the rest of the N A D have 

overwhelmingly Whi te administrators. 

Given existing structures, the call to disband Regional 

Conferences is ill-conceived on efficiency, effectiveness, 

and missiology grounds. Reasonable alternatives to the 

present administrative have not been proposed, nor the 

path to such alternatives with its potential for disruption of 

the mission of the Church, carefully laid out. • 
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Moving on to Maturity: From Culture to Diaspora. 

The Three Angels' Message as an Ethical Multicultural Encounter I BY WILLIAM ACKAH 

Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ and go on 

to maturity, not laying again the foundation of repentance from acts 

that lead to death, and of faith in God, instruction about baptisms, 

the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal 

judgement and God permitting we will do so. 

—Hebrews 6:1-3 NIV 

Come we bum down Babylon one more time, 

Come we chant down Babylon one more time 

Tor them soft, yes them soft them soft yes them soft, 

So come we go chant down Babylon one more time 

—Bob Marley and the Wailers, Confrontation, "Chant Down Babylon" 

What would Adventism look like if one 

were to conceptualize the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church as a diasporic forma-

tion? I see it as a way of enabling the 

church to better understand its role as a global movement 

and a mechanism for assisting the church to come to terms 

with increasing diversity amongst its membership. T h e 

term diaspora was originally coined to explain the dispersal 

of Jews around the world after the destruction of the Jewish 

nation at the time of the Babylonian invasion, and also the 

later dispersion of Jews after the destruction of Jerusalem 

under Roman rule. In more recent times, it has been used 

by scholars to account for the increasing numbers of 

migrant groups who have formed homes and communities 

away from their original countries of origin. These diaspo-

ras draw inspiration from their original homeland but also 

engage and interact with their new environment to pro-

duce dynamic and new forms of cultural, religious, political 

and social expression. 

T h e Seventh-day Adventist church and its development 

into a worldwide institution over a one hundred fifty-year 

period is a remarkable story. T h e growth from a rural, 

countercultural insurgent faith movement to a global insti-

tution in a little over one hundred fifty years is significant, 

yet this phenomenon has received little attention in West-

ern academic or media circles. Adventism is part of the 

transformation that the world has undergone in the nine-

teenth and twentieth centuries. Adventism is a story of 

globalization, of migration and the formation of new dias-

poric communities across the globe. It is a story of the 

inexorable flows of capital and the uneven effects that its 

principle protagonist, the United States, has had on eco-

nomic and social development across many parts of the 

world. It is also a story of transnationalism, i.e. the move-

ment of cultural products and ideas across time and space 

that are universal and local at the same time. It is a story of 

the search for certainty in the midst of uncertainty, of 

claims and counter claims about the truth in an age of flux 

and relativity. It is a story of contradictions, of the interac-

tion of the inane and mundane with the profound and the 

transcendent. It is a story of power and poverty, race and 

racism, gender and sexuality. It is one story in the midst of 

the many, but one that needs to be told and re-told from 

different and diverse perspectives. 

In this piece I want to reflect on this story from the 

vantage point of the African Adventist diaspora in Europe. 

I want to argue for a renewal of the prophetic imagination 

for Adventism that emerges out of a new understanding of 

Adventism as a movement that is in essence a diasporic 

hybrid. This, in diverse places around the world in unpre-

dictable ways, requires a re-reading of church heritage to 

view Seventh-day Adventism as a movement that stems 

from multiple sets of influences and encounters. It is from 

this multiplicity that there emerges the prophetic injunc-

tion to speak to and on behalf of many peoples, nations 

and cultures. T h e import of this from a diasporic perspec-



I am not advocating a shedding of doctrines or a rejec-

tion of established positions; rather, that as a maturing 

movement we need to appreciate our heritage but not be 

stuck in its preoccupations. As a movement that claims to 

have a spirit of prophecy, it would appear that we have 

been almost totally reliant on one individual (Ellen G. 

White) in one era to justify our claims of relevance to 

every people, nation and tongue in these truly global 

times. T o her remarkable credit the prophetic writings and 

counsel of Mrs. White have propelled the church into the 

twentieth and now the twenty-first 

centuries and provided meaning for 

many across cultural and other 

divides. However, she was only 

one prophet, and the prophetic 

spirit implies multiple manifesta-

tions and encounters. Hence, one 

of the reasons for writing this piece 

is to encourage a re-engagement 

with the prophetic, to encourage 

the development of new voices and 

new interpretations of the Three 

Angels' call for these times. 

I also want to consciously write 

and reflect on the development of 

Seventh-day Adventism as a child 

of the African diaspora in Europe. 

The contributions of Africans to 

the church both on the continent 

and in the wider world has been 

immense in terms of numbers, but 

its contribution to the intellectual and ethical develop-

ment of the faith has not matched its output in other 

areas. Adventist written discourse is still very much a 

white western preserve, even as the faith itself moves in 

more diverse ethnic directions. Hence, I consciously 

write from this perspective as means of encouraging 

more multi-ethnic and multi-dimensional voices to tell of 

their multiple engagements and encounters of Adven-

tism, so that a more diverse theology and history of 

Adventism emerges—one that better reflects its unity in 

diversity. I also write from this perspective because I 

believe that it is the diaspora, in the multi-culture that a 

new and profound prophetic of Adventism will emerge 

to re-energize it as an insurgent, countercultural, alterna-

tive, life-giving force for good in the world. 

tive is a call for the church to move from its childhood 

endeavours to maturity. This means not going over again 

and again a nineteenth-century, Anglo, Eurocentric her-

itage, with its preoccupations with the body, and a doctri-

nal positioning that looks backward to issues about the 

nature of Christ, the Trinity, and other anachronistic theo-

logical debates that comprise far too many of the so-called 

fundamentals of our faith. Rather, an Adventist diasporic 

perspective calls for the church to look forward to explore 

what it means to be an Adventist Christian in a world 

where Christian faith is growing exponentially, and where 

its centers are in Africa, South America, and Asia, in a 

world where its growing numbers of adherents are brown 

and black and are influenced by a spirit of Pentecostalism 

as much as by any papal encyclical. This perspective wants 

to understand what it means to be an Adventist in a world 

where China and India with their populations in the bil-

lions are emerging as major forces in the world. What are 

the religious consequences of such a potentially profound 

change in the global economy and culture? A diasporic 

perspective wants to know and think about our engage-

ment and encounters with Islam, asking us to reconceptu-

alize and reconfigure the prophetic lenses so that they 

look at multiple sites and cultural perspectives to concep-

tualize end-time imaginings. 



Coming From Where I am Coming From 
My family has a rich Adventist heritage. My great uncle 

C. A. Ackah was a key pioneer in the development of the 

church in Ghana at the beginning of the twentieth centu-

ry, and his nephew, my uncle W . B. Ackah and his son of 

the same name also served as pastors of the denomination. 

I, however, was not aware of this heritage, born and grow-

ing up in a poor part of East London, my parents having 

migrated to the United Kingdom from Ghana in the mid-

1960s. In their struggle for work, acceptance, and survival 

in a foreign environment, they rarely went to church, and 

so I was not raised as a Seventh-day Adventist. M y forma-

tive encounters and introduction to the SDA church came 

via a South African family of Indian heritage in my early 

teens. They taught me about Sabbath observance and the 

principles of the faith. I was subsequently baptized in a 

predominantly African Caribbean church by a white Eng-

lish pastor in the mid-1980s. 

As a student and subsequently as an academic, I have 

had the opportunity to travel to many places across the 

world, including spending a year as a student missionary in 

Haiti where I lived very happily with a white American 

family. In my travels I have been fortunate to meet and 

make friends with Adventists from all over the world. My 

story of a boy from a poor immigrant family who becomes 

an academic at a major London University is inextricably 

linked with my development as a SDA Christian. M y mul-

tiple encounters with people from different cultures and 

backgrounds, coupled with a countercultural faith experi-

ence, has meant learning to live with a positive sense of 

multiple identities. Being a black Seventh-day Adventist in 

the United Kingdom has also meant learning to live as a 

religious and racialized minority in a secular society. It was 

and continues to be the dynamic, multi-ethnic and some-

times challenging Adventist environment of faith that has 

been key to who and where I am today. 

I know that I am not alone in being grateful to the 

Adventist church for these kinds of opportunities. At its 

best, the church does provide unique spaces for people of 

diverse cultural backgrounds to encounter each other and 

to come together in a shared spiritual and transcendent 

faith experience. For those Adventists who are third, 

fourth, fifth generation and are wedded to a monocultural, 

uniform variant of church life, my descriptions may seem 

somewhat alien. I write here, however, to suggest that the 

marginal position of multiple identities, of the diasporic of 

home being everywhere and nowhere should theoretically 

and theologically inform all our "Adventisms." The voice of 

the migrant, of the margin of the diaspora and the multi -

culture provides a space across liberal/conservative divides 

that I hope can reenergize the church to be relevant and 

engaged with every people, nation and tongue. This, how-

ever, is not an inevitable outcome; it has to be ethically 

driven and strived for; otherwise, there is a danger that 

even diversity becomes banal and trite. 

Toward a Postmodern of the Banal and 
Inane: Problematic Local and Global 
Manifestations of Adventist Identity 
T o go from a shut door position, where the message of the 

fledgling Adventist movement was only open to a few 

Americans, to be a global phenomenon must be consid-

ered to be quite an achievement. The Adventist message 

has helped to create a group of people with a distinct 

identity, who, against all odds, are making important inter-

ventions across class, racial, gender and national lines, 

with images, words, themes and modes of living that have 

a surprising universal alternative appeal. That is the hope 

of Adventism and the vision and reality of itself at its 

best—a universal, countercultural movement with an 

important message to relay to the world. It is not, howev-

er, only the high level religious political eschatology that 

gets carried to every people, nation and tongue. 

The unintentional or, indeed, intentional cultural idiosyn-

crasies of nineteenth century, American particularities that 

are part of the faith also traverse the globe and influence 

Adventist identity in diverse places around the world in 

unpredictable ways. Hence, debates about Christmas trees as 

pagan symbols can occur in far flung places where they are 

not even grown, or concerns about caffeinated beverages can 

bring about Adventist angst in places where, in terms of 

affordability, they are out of the reach of most of the church 

population. The unintended consequences in these cases are 

that the local and trivial become global and significant. So 

what to eat, what to wear, where to go, become critical dia-

logues concerning what it means to be an Adventist in the 

world. They also emerge as sources of contention among 

groups competing for the title of Most Authentic Adventist. 

These trends are on one level a sign of the church's rela-

tive powerlessness in the wider society. Organizations that 

are not influential and not dealing with the big issues of the 

day tend to have to resort to the control of the individual 



for authority. And traditionally this has resulted 

in injunctions or curbs in relation to the body. 

Oftentimes the negotiation of these injunctions 

have been particularistic and culturalist, with 

variations emerging across time and space. Now, 

however, these themes are part of the global 

/local dichotomy and become part and parcel of 

debates on who or what is a good Adventist. 

And as diverse groups of Adventists meet either 

in metropolitan settings or cyberspace, confusion 

and contention emerge around what each 

believes to be authentic expression of universal 

Adventism but which are in reality particular 

expressions of cultural phenomenon. Such is the 

nature of postmodernity that the inane can 

become significant and the profound relegated 

to the realm of the relative and innocuous. 

There is the strong probability that the church 

is not always destined to be a powerless institu-

tion. In some countries it will emerge as a very 

significant force, whereby its internal issues will 

become societal, as is the case with other denom-

inations. For example, the Catholic Church's 

stand against abortion is a societal issue in many 

countries. Its doctrinal position holds political, 

health, gender and other ramifications far beyond 

the confines of its church walls. Its recent prob-

lems concerning its clergy and child abuse is also 

an issue that, due to the church's standing in vari-

ous countries, emerges as a societal issue with 

deep implications for how that church operates 

and is perceived in the wider society. 

Adventists for the most part have been 

spared that kind of exposure, but what happens 

when church issues become entangled with the 

societal issues of the day? What will the 

church be discussing? Ethical stances on reli-

gious freedom or the ordination of deaconess-

es? Justice for the oppressed and marginalized, 

or appropriate clothing for public appearances? 

How, under the radar, seemingly particularistic 

ideas emerge as global points of reference for 

approval, discussion or even ridicule is difficult 

to determine, but it does happen. T h e ideas 

and actions of fifteen million adherents and 

growing in most countries of the world will not 

go unnoticed forever. The danger for Adven-

tism is that it will be caught with its collective 

clothing in disarray if it does not better begin 

to understand its position, status and responsi-

bility in a world of local/global intersections. 

T o resolve these tensions and contradictions 

that arise from globalization is not straightfor-

ward. It does, however, require a considered 

understanding of our role and responsibility in 

the world. It is also about being mature and 

articulate as a movement concerning what is cul-

tural and particular and what is ethical and uni-

versal. I think the balance is wrong at the 

moment. The church's ethical emphasis focuses 

on matters pertaining to lifestyle and behavior, 

while being too cultural and particularistic in 

regards to the weightier matters of equality, 

diversity and justice. A focus on developments in 

the Adventist Church in the United Kingdom in 

regards to ethnic identification and faith practice 

will illustrate the point. 

United Kingdom Dilemmas: Accommo-
dating Race, Institutionalizing Racism? 
The Seventh-day Adventist Church in the Unit-

ed Kingdom has a history stretching back to the 

late nineteenth century. A combination of US 

missionaries and local individuals enabled the 

church to become established, with its union 

conference being formed in 1902. As of 2010 

church membership stands at around 25,000, 

with members drawn from all over the globe. 

The reasons for the sheer diversity of Adventist 

membership in the U K is multifaceted but fol-

lows many of the processes of globalization and 

the formation of diasporas that this article has 

been trying to articulate. The United Kingdom 

at its height was a major superpower. In the 

nineteenth century its colonial empire covered 

two-thirds of the globe. From Australia to 

Afghanistan, Zambia to New Zealand, it was so 

vast that it was described as the empire on which 

the sun never set. Its rapid demise after World 

War II resulted in many of its former colonial 

subjects—now citizens—taking up their rights to 

come and live in the UK. Among the many 
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people from the Caribbean, South East Asia, Africa, and 

other places, was a small but significant number of Adven-

tists (small in relation to the overall number of migrants 

entering Britain, but large in terms of the church in the 

UK). Within thirty years of arrival from the late fifties, 

Adventist migrants of color would far outnumber their fel-

low white adherents. 

The trend of immigration being the major driver of 

church growth has continued apace, with Adventists arriving 

from West, East and Southern Africa in increasing numbers 

since the 1980s, principally as a result of economic and polit-

ical crises in these regions. They have been joined by 

Adventists from Eastern Europe who have been able to come 

to the U K without visa restrictions as a result of the expan-

sion of the European Union. Furthermore, skilled migrants in 

fields such as medicine, finance, nursing, teaching and infor-

mation technology, has resulted in Adventists from the 

Philippines, India and other parts of the world arriving in 

Britain, even in the face of tough immigration legislation. 

This combination of history, economics, religion and politics 

has resulted in a diverse Adventist diaspora emerging in the 

UK. In terms of sheer numbers, this phenomenon has been 

the saviour of the church in recent times, accounting for 

most of its growth since World War II. 

T h e church in the U K has had an opportunity to 

forge a "unity in diversity" pathway and provide a plat-

form for a genuinely multicultural Adventist faith experi-

ence. At present, however, it is struggling to achieve 

this. T h e inherent restlessness of migrant diasporic for-

mation has wrestled with denominational conformity 

and resulted in a range of Adventist hybrids. At its best 

these are new and dynamic forms of faith, wedding 

vibrant cultural expression to traditional theological 

forms. At its worst it is an accommodation of the cultur-

al, coupled with a postmodernity of the banal, to pro-

duce a fragmented and balkanized Adventist experience 

in the UK. I would argue that the root of the migration 

problematic was that the church lacked an ethical, theo-

logical position on diversity. When it was faced with 

tensions amongst primarily Caribbean and white mem-

bers in the sixties and seventies, it accommodated artifi-

cial ideas of cultural difference which have become 

embedded into U K Adventist discourse. T h e result was 

that within U K Adventist thought and practice there is 

something that is known as white or indigenous Adven-

tism, with its own form of worship, ethos and style. This 

is somehow separate and distinctive from what black 

adherents practice and is a natural form of division and 

separation that should be accommodated! 

The corollary of this is that culture or ethnic identity 

becomes a legitimate marker for distinctive forms of 

"Adventisms." Hence, in the U K the white/black dichoto-

my has now been followed by the formation of ethnic 

churches, with Ghanaian, Philipino, Russian, Polish, 

Rwandan, East African, and Indian, among others being 

formed in the last twenty years. On one level this is not a 

surprising phenomenon. It is well known that migrant 

communities forming in new countries seek to form eth-

nic worship groups as a way of creating home away from 

home and of facilitating their incorporation into host 

societies. What is surprising, or rather I would argue a 

sign of Adventist immaturity, is that it has no ethical posi-

tion on diversity. In the United Kingdom failure to deal 

with these issues theologically and ethically means that 

25 ,000 adherents disagree with each other concerning the 

authenticity of their Adventist experience, with each cul-

tural group determining its positions vis-a-vis its ethnic 

counterparts in the church. In the process more and more 

internally divergent forms of Adventism are developed 

that lack pertinence and rationale to the wider society. 

O n e of the more remarkable manifestations of this 

phenomenon is in relation to white people in the 

church. T h e y make up 93 percent of the U K populace 

but in church contexts often refer to themselves in terms 

akin to an oppressed minority. Hence, the cry goes out 

that resources and rights are needed for the "indigenous 

white" population as if they were Aborigines, Maoris, or 

another group whose survival was at risk. Their Adven-

tist identity becomes entwined with their whiteness, and 

a set of ideas and ways of being develop around that 

identity that rather than being seen as constructed, per-

meable and open to change, are increasingly seen as 

fixed and natural. As a result, there appears to be the 

requisite need for separate congregations to reflect these 

unalterable differences. 

Appeals for rights on the basis of whiteness is a dan-

gerous terminology and identity to take on. It is the same 

rhetoric and notions of identity associated with Neo-Nazi 

groups in the UK, such as the British National Party, 

which claims that migrants are undermining what it 

means to British (white) and that the nation must be 

reclaimed for the "indigenous." I think a failure to develop 



ethical positions on diversity and to emphasize 

the importance of the multiple nature of Ad-

ventist identity over and above any singular 

allegiance to nation, race or culture leads to 

lazy accommodations and a tolerance of racism 

and prejudice. This failure is rooted in nine-

teenth-century U S particularities that have tra-

versed the globe and undoubtedly played a role 

in shaping attitudes and policies that are being 

developed in places like the U K . 

Although many of the pioneers took a prin-

cipled stand against slavery, they accommodat-

ed Jim Crow segregation and the separate but 

equal doctrine in regards to relations between 

black and white people. T h e y did not develop 

an ethical position on these questions in the 

way that dealt with, for example, alcohol or 

tobacco. T h e result was that today you can be a 

racist and be a member of the S D A church but 

not a smoker and a member! It has meant that 

in recent times in places such as South Africa, 

Rwanda, and former Soviet bloc states where 

ethnic cleansing, genocide and other hateful 

injustices have taken place, one could not with 

any certainty say on which side the Adventists 

would be. You could say with more certainty 

they would not eat pork. Hence , Adventist 

identity seemingly inhabits a contradictory 

space between modernity and postmodernity— 

relativist and seemingly flexible on racism, 

genocide and ethnic cleansing, but determinis-

tic and all-knowing on dietary requirements. 

I am perhaps laying out complex ideas in 

extreme terms to make a point, but the surprising 

wrongs perpetrated by Adventists in diverse 

places should make the church more reflective 

concerning its failure to develop clearer theologi-

cal and ethical positions on crucial questions of 

identity and diversity. T h e danger is that tempo-

rary accommodations developed expediently out 

of complex historical particularities like the posi-

tion of African Americans during enslavement 

develop theological justifications of their own 

and become de facto Adventist Apocrypha. T h e 

case of regional conferences in the U S is a clear 

example of a particularistic, culturalist accommo-

dation that is now an enshrined institution. It 

provides an unfortunate model for groups that 

wish to assert their identity and authority as their 

numbers grow, and they perceive that their par-

ticular cultural Adventist practices are not given 

sufficient recognition. 

This kind of problem will continue to occur 

when the cultural and the ethnic are accom-

modated over and above the theological and 

the ethical. T h e two need to be dynamically 

combined so that the church becomes a gen-

uine home for people of all ethnic back-

grounds, and where no one version or vision 

of cultural practice is privileged others. 

T h e Three Angels' Message does contain 

within it the road map that can lead us into 

this brave new world of homes without home-

lands, and ethical diversity which is at the 

heart of diasporic identification and experi-

ence. T h e message is a call for an ethical multi-

culturalism (every nation, tongue, and people) 

and an embracing of all cultures, but not a par-

ticularistic or slavish adherence to any singular 

one. All Adventists need to engage in the task 

of becoming culturally fluent in many cultures, 

not only tolerating, but embracing and loving 

diversity as we love our own selves. Ethical 

Multiculturalism should be a key fundamental 

of who we are and how we express ourselves as 

a global movement. It is a reflection of the 

intersection of modernity and postmodernity, 

a genuine encounter and engagement between 

the colonial and the postcolonial—a recogni-

tion that our cultural Adventisms are partial 

expressions of the multiple nature of our faith 

experience and that involve a learning and 

embracing of other cultures as part and parcel 

of being a genuine Adventist. This should be 

a key fundamental of the Adventist faith. M 
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us deal with scientific, religious, and historical chal-

lenges in this way in the name of simple "faith" are in 

fact setting us all up for disillusionment and despair by 

placing W h i t e on a precarious if not idolatrous pedestal 

from which she is bound to fall the moment we honestly 

face the stubborn, complex, and frequently perplexing 

realities of life. But facing these realities without fear or 

prevarication is precisely what the life of faith in Christ 

within Adventist community now requires .• 
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IN SEARCH OF SCIENTIFIC TRUTH 



DISCUSSED | New Zealand geology, soil horizons, Ellen White, volcanic ash, Usher chronology, conflicted viewpoints 

What Have Volcanoes and Soils 
Told Me? I BY GRAHAM WILL 

In t roduct ion I was born in New Zealand and have spent most of my life 

there. It is a small country consisting of two main islands which lie along the 

boundary between the Pacific and Indian-Australian Plates in the crust of the 

earth. Lying on the ring of fire around the Pacific Ocean, many parts of the 

landscape in the North Island of New Zealand have been formed by the 

action of volcanoes. 

When I began my university studies in science in 1946, my majors were 

in chemistry and zoology. Although I had quite an interest in gardening (and 

in general the surface of the ground), I didn't dare include geology in my 

studies because many in my church expressed the belief that the geological 

column was in some way associated with Satan and his delusions. 

Having finished my studies, I spent some time in physical work laying 

water mains in my hometown. Although I was in and on soil for several 

months, I didn't really come to understand all that much about it. I was still 

very much in the same position as the average man-in-the-street who looks 

at and possibly walks on a soil of some type without knowing or even think-

ing much about it. For me the situation was to change quite dramatically as I 

took up a position as a chemist at the New Zealand Forest Research Institute. 

The Institute is situated in Rotorua, which is a city in the central region of the 

North Island. It lies beside a lake which is 26 miles in circumference, and they 

lie in a very large caldera left behind after what must have been a huge vol-

canic eruption many years ago. I became one of a team studying poor tree 

growth as it was related to soil mineral deficiencies. 

A Few Basic Facts About Soils 
I soon learned that in nature the soil in one place can be 

very different from the soil in another part of the country 

and in some cases even different from that only a few 

meters away. As in other countries there are hundreds of 

different soils in New Zealand: these are the result of (1) 

different parent rocks, (2) different climates—heat and 

cold, rain and wind, (3) different land slopes and (4) time. 

Soils are formed as the rocks weather (break apart) into 

smaller and smaller mineral particles, and plants become 

established. The plants add organic matter (humus) to the 

surface, and soil fauna (worms, insects, etc.) help move it 

down into the soil itself. 

It is perhaps hard to appreciate just what complex sys-

tems soils are. They are also living and dynamic. On a 

dairy farm the weight of the animal life in the soil under 

the pasture can be several times greater than the weight of 

the animals grazing the pasture. A teaspoon of soil can 

contain 100 billion bacteria and 15 km of fungal threads! 

A number of soil properties and reactions are related to 

the surfaces of the clay particles: a teaspoon of the clay 

mineral allophane has a total surface area equal to a foot-

ball field! 

As a soil develops, several horizons (layers) are formed, 

and together they are called a Soil Profile: these can be 

seen on the edges of excavations such as roadside cuttings. 

A very simplified description of soil horizons is as follows: 

A hor izon Topsoil Surface layer, usually dark in colour due 

to the humus it contains. 

B hor izon Subsoil Next layer down. Less humus and bio-

logical activity but still much chemical 

activity under the influence of rain as it 

washes through. 

C hor izon Parent Material Bottom layer. Unconsolidated weathered 

rock. Little or no biological activity. 

R hor izon Underlying bedrock 

As my knowledge and experience grew, I became fascinated 

by soils, and although some were obviously older and more 

developed than others, I thought (hoped) that maybe they 

were not as old as they looked and were dated by scientists. 

A worldwide flood could not have left any soils in place on 

the surface of the earth, so every soil that we examine today 

must have had to begin its development less than 5,000 

years ago to fit in with Usher's or a similar time scale. 



Some of the thoughts that went through my mind includ-

ed the following questions. The deep and well-developed 

soils on alluvial flats were obviously quite young, but what 

about the soils that had developed on hard rocks such as 

granite? How long did it take for the rock surface to weather 

to the place where pioneer plants could gain a foothold and 

then the soil formation processes begin? Rock slabs in ceme-

teries, many hundreds of years old, show only a few mms or 

less of weathering; how old are the soils where the weather-

ing has penetrated several metres into solid rock? 

Pumice Soils in the Central Region 
of the North Island 
Then one of my research projects involved trees growing 

on Pumice Soils near Rotorua and how deep their roots 

went below the surface. Digging down, we went through 

the normal A, B and C horizons only to find a deeper 

series of dark layers that looked similar to topsoil (see 

Photo 1, page 66). Other scientists on the same campus 

were making a study of these layers. T h e y explained that 

they were paleosols (buried soils) that had formed before 

they were covered by pumice ash from a subsequent vol-

canic eruption. I was then faced with the task of finding an 

explanation as to how there could have been time for not 

one but six soils to form in the last 5 ,000 years. There is 

good evidence that the last eruption (Taupo) occurred 

about 2 ,000 years ago, and when it occurred, at one site, it 

flattened a mature 700-year-old forest growing on the 

existing topsoil.2 Allowing time for colonization by pio-

neer species before the climax forest became established, 

there must have been at least 1,000 years between the 

Taupo eruption and the one before it. That leaves only 

about 2 ,000 years or less for the formation of several lower 

buried soils. 

It was at this stage that I was taken to another locality, 

a roadside cutting near Rotorua Airport, where there are 

seven paleosols under the Taupo ash—seven soil-forming 

sequences to fit in 3 ,000 years! (see Photo 2, page 67). But 

then I learned that farther to the north there were soils 

(and paleosols) on even older volcanic ash showers and 

further north still even older ones.3 H o w old? Perhaps the 

clay content could give an estimate. Clays are the smallest 

mineral particles in a soil being less than 0 .002 mm in 

diameter. By comparison the finest sand particle is 100 

times this diameter. T h e clays in pumice soils are second-

ary minerals, that is, they have formed by the original ash 

being dissolved and the new minerals precipitating out of 

the soil solution. This is a slow process. T h e amount of 

clay that has formed in the Taupo soil since it started 

forming 2 ,000 years ago is about 2 % of the total mineral 

component of the soil. T h e older ash soils have up to 8 0 % 

clay.4 T w o percent clay in 2 ,000 years preceded by 7 0 + % 

in 3 ,000 years? It didn't seem to add up to me. T h e rates of 

chemical reactions are temperature regulated; perhaps it 

was warmer in the past. But New Zealand's history of 

glaciation suggests that it was probably colder. 

Not far to the north of Rotorua there are lakes where 

over the years peat sediment has built up on the lakebed. 

Cores from these lake bottoms show layers of volcanic ash 

separated by deposits of peat sediment. Some of the ash 

layers are from the same eruptions that produced the pale-

osols at the Rotorua Airport. T h e depths of the peat layers 

between the ash layers gives further evidence that consid-

erable periods of time must have elapsed between these 

volcanic eruptions.3 

It does not seem possible to explain the presence of all 
the paleosols in the Rotorua district, the highly weath-
ered state of the older pumice ashes and the peat/ash 
sequences in lake beds all within an Usher short chronol-
ogy. Topsoil, clay content and lakebed sequences sup-
port C14 dating of 50,000 plus years.6 

Soils Formed on Basalt Volcanoes Near Auckland 
W h a t about other soils? H o w long have they taken to 

develop? Another series of soils that I have looked at are 

the basalt soils in and near Auckland, a city which is about 

150 north of Rotorua. Pumice ash eruptions are explosive, 

throwing ash high into the air for it to fall and cover large 

areas up to tens or hundreds of thousands of hectares. In 

contrast, basalt eruptions flow or fountain over very much 

smaller areas. Within the immediate vicinity of Auckland 

City there have been more than 40 basalt eruptions leav-

ing individual volcanic cones (hills). 

T h e last eruption (and the largest) formed Rangitoto 

Island in the entrance to Auckland's harbor. From a dis-

tance the island gives the appearance of some age, being 

seemingly covered in forest. However, walking about on 

the island reveals that large areas are still bare lava 

flows, and where vegetation has b e c o m e established, the 

roots only penetrate between the rocks and scoria or 

exist in the shallow layer of organic debris that has built 





up on the surface (see Photo 3, page 68). There has been 

no significant soil formation. H o w long has Rangitoto 

Island been in this incipient soil formation stage? Avail-

able evidence from tree ring counts and archeology sug-

gests up to 5 0 0 - 7 0 0 years. 

In Auckland City "One Tree Hill" is a much older vol-

canic cone. There remain a few basaltic boulders in the 

crater and on the lower slopes, but by and large the volcanic 

cone is covered by young shallow soils that grow good grass 

to feed the farm animals that graze there. However, the shal-

low depth of the soils and the slope of the land mean that 

any mechanized cultivation is impossible. Compared to Ran-

gitoto Island, the appearance of the present O n e Tree Hill 

soil agrees with an assigned age of 15,000 years plus. 

T h e Bombay Hills lie some 20 km south of Auckland 

City. This district is one of the largest market gardening 

centers in New Zealand. Many of the soils have formed on 

pumice ash from volcanic eruptions farther south (see 

above), but the tops of the hills are covered in soils devel-

oped from the basalt rock which formed the hills them-

selves/ Here the distinctive red soils are both deep and 

easily cultivated. It has been estimated that on many of the 

slopes up to a meter of soil has eroded away due to contin-

uous cultivation for many years. This indicates that the 

depth of weathering and the extent of soil formation were 

originally many, many times greater than on O n e Tree 

Hill. W h e n compared to Rangitoto Island, it is a complete-

ly different scene! An age of 100,000 years plus seems to fit 

in with the visual evidence and our knowledge of soil 

weathering and development processes. 

If after 500 years there has been absolutely minimal soil 
formation on the basalt flows on Rangitoto Island, the 
shallow soils on One Tree Hill and the deep soils on the 
Bombay Hills seem to have developed over considerable 
periods of time. The soil evidence doesn't support a 
short chronology but rather a longer period for the 
development of a deep soil on basalt rock. 

Some Non-Volcanic Soils in New Zealand 

Glacial Moraine Soils In the south of the South Island 

(Fiordland and the Southern Alps) there has been exten-

sive glaciation in the past, and as the glaciers have retreat-

ed they have left behind series of moraines of 

progressively younger ages. These have formed the parent 

materials for a sequence of soils. Considerable changes 

have occurred as the soils have formed and aged. As the 

parent rock has weathered, over half the phosphorus it 

contained has been either combined with organic matter 

or leached (washed) out of the soil. Soil scientists estimate 

that it has taken 2 0 ,0 0 0 years for these soils to form.8 

From an earth covered by a flood, how long must it have 
needed for glaciers to (1) form, (2) cut fiords and canyons 
thousands of meters deep, (3) and retreat, leaving behind 
moraines on which (4) soils have then formed and aged? 

Loess Soils O n the eastern side of the South Island there 

are extensive plains where soils have formed in loess. 

This is fine material originating from the rocks of the 

Southern Alps. T h e rocks have weathered under the 

influence of glacial action, and the fine material has 

been transported by rivers out onto the floodplain. This 

fine material has then been blown out of riverbeds by 

strong winds and deposited over wide areas. In places, 

many kilometers from the rivers, the loess has accumu-
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lated to depths of up to 10 meters and is made up of 

four distinct layers with a soil developed on each. This 

seems to indicate time periods of continuous accumula-

tion separated by periods of a different and less favor-

able climate. Scientists estimate that major deposits of 

loess date back 1 0 , 0 0 0 - 8 0 , 0 0 0 years. It is of particular 

interest to note that, in China, loess deposits up to 300 

meters have been found in which 2 0 paleosols have 

been identified.9 

Weathering action in the mountains has reduced huge 
quantities of rock to fine material prior to its transport 
by river and wind. What period of time must have been 
involved in this sequence of events? 

In the light of evidences for a longer period of earth 

history than allowed for in a short chronology, how are 

faith and science reconciled within the Adventist Church? 

I believe that it is absolutely essential for there to be an 

ongoing and regular dialogue. 

In 1892 Ellen W h i t e wrote regarding searching the 

scriptures: "We have many lessons to learn and many, many to 

unlearn. God and heaven alone are infallible. Those who think that 

they will never have to give up a cherished view, never have to change 

an opinion, will be disappointed."10 This statement is associated 

with a plea for much more study of the Scriptures. I 

believe that if this applied to the Bible in her day, it is 

not out of context to apply it to the Bible, as well as 

nature and science, today. Ellen W h i t e made another 
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Conclusions 
I have been a Seventh-day Adventist all my life. I firmly 

believe in a Creator-God and have been thrilled as 

advances in molecular biology have revealed the handi-

work of a master designer. However, as I have studied soils 

and their development, I cannot reconcile what I see and 

what careful scientific studies have shown with a short 

chronology for the history of the earth. 

statement: "The book of nature and the written word shed light 

upon each other."u T o me that means it's not a one-way 

street, but there's a real place for students in both disci-

plines to keep talking to each other. Maybe I will be led 

to change my opinion (and that would solve some other 

theological problems for me!), or maybe others will be 

led to change theirs. Research scientists live with uncer-

tainty and not knowing all the answers. If a research sci-



entist were certain about all the answers, there would be 

nothing to research, and researchers would be out of a 

job! There is a need for everyone interested in faith and 

science studies to adopt a truly scientific outlook. I don't 

know all the answers, but I want to have a part in finding 

at least some of them. As knowledge increases, I want to 

hear about it and enter the discussion. I 
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DISCUSSED | Ethics, birth control, fetal development, human biology, stem cell research, abortion 

Just What is the Seventh-day Adventist 
Position on When Life Begins? I BY MARK F. CARR 

In this brief analysis of what the Seventh-

day Adventist Church has said regarding 

the human embryo, I will focus on three 

specific questions. First, what does the 

church say about when life begins? Second, 

what would be an authentic Seventh-day 

Adventist position on the moral status of the 

human embryo? Third, should Seventh-day 

Adventists, in particular Loma Linda Universi-

ty, engage in human embryonic stem cell 

research? I am a professor of ethics/bioethics 

at Loma Linda University, and in my former 

post as theological co-director of the LLU 

Center for Christian Bioethics was host of the 

Jack W . Provonsha Lecture Series, 2008 on 

"The Moral Status of the Human Embryo." 

T h e process of editing the lectures for publica-

tion as a collection of essays compels me to 

offer what follows. 

T h e questions I pose above have no offi-

cial response from the General Conference 

of Seventh-day Adventists. Relevant to my 

questions the church offers a few documents 

that will help shape what I consider an 

authentic Adventist answer. T w o such state-

ments are "Guidelines on Abortion" and 

"Birth Control : A Seventh-day Adventist 

Statement of Consensus." In addition, Loma 

Linda University now has a guidance docu-

ment on human embryonic stem cell 

research. In what follows I will critically ana-

lyze these three statements. All toward the 

end of offering my own—and I'll assert— 

authentic Seventh-day Adventist answer to 

each of the three questions noted above. 

When does life begin? 
Can we say that the church believes life begins 

at fertilization of the egg by sperm, what many 

refer to as the moment of conception? Or is it 

the case that the church holds to a more devel-

opmental view of life, focused primarily on rela-

tionships rather than biology? The church does 

not say; we do not know. Perhaps this is as it 

should be. Some argue that a Protestant tradition 

such as Seventh-day Adventism ought not to 

take a position on such sensitive and personal 

matters. The sentiment is that church members 

should think for themselves and decide under 

God's guidance and study of the Word what 

they believe on these important moral questions. 

Some others argue that the effort to define a spe-

cific time when life begins is somewhat artificial 

and is a bit of a distraction. 

I would like the church to take the effort to 

make a statement regarding human embryonic 

stem cell research. But my desire for such a state-

ment is as much a desire that the church state 

plainly what our position is on when life begins. 

If we had such a statement we would be better 

prepared for other issues that will surely arise as 

medical technology continues its push to provide 

ways to overcome disease. One such issue, high-

lighted in our lecture series, was the development 

of artificial wombs. What will be the position of 

the Church on the use of artificial wombs? 

Drawing upon my studies in Seventh-day 

Adventist theology of the human person, it is 

worthwhile to note our teaching on what consti-

tutes human life. Commenting on Genesis 2:7, 

Adventist Bible studies as well as our statement 



God formed 

humankind 

from the 

"dust of the 

ground." 

Having thus 

formed the 

human, 

God 

breathed 

into it the 

breath 

of life and 

it became a 

living being. 



on human nature among the twenty-eight fundamental 

beliefs note that God formed humankind from the "dust of 

the ground." Having thus formed the human, God breathed 

into it the breath of life and it became a living being. This 

account may be used to assert that human life begins upon 

the infant's first breath. But to hold this position in our sci-

entifically informed age seems inadequate. Our view of biol-

ogy in general and human biology in particular informs us 

of the life present at the cellular level. Biologically, it does 

make sense to say of two germ cells that they are alive and 

that when they fuse they form at least the potential for 

a new and unique human life. Yet it also seems inadequate 

to look through the lens of a microscope at a two-celled 

human tissue and proclaim that human life has begun. 

In this case our theological view of human life as situated 

in relationships pushes us to move beyond a genetic or bio-

logical determination. Human life, it seems, is a complex 

concept that demands we hold to a biologically informed 

theology consistent with scripture. 

What is the Adventist view on the moral 
status of the human embryo? 
Perhaps we shouldn't even try to answer the question of 

when life begins and shift our attention instead to some-

thing like a scale of moral status. Once we move in this 

direction we can avoid some measure of disputation and 

focus attention on what is actually present in the human 

embryo. I favor answering the question of when life begins 

as a step in the process of determining the moral status of 

the human embryo. In my mind these two questions are 

essentially linked. Answering the question of when life 

begins does not thereafter allow us to ignore questions of 

moral status. Answering each question brings clarity to our 

thinking about the other. 

There are a number of ways to understand moral status 

as a concept in ethics literature. In my own review of the 

idea it helps me to visualize matters on a two-dimensional 

graph. On the left axis is the scale of relative moral status, 

from lower moving up toward higher status. On the bot-

tom axis, moving from left to right is a time line repre-

senting human development from fertilization to death. 

There are two lines on the graph representing two differ-

ent positions on the question of moral status. In referring 

to these two positions as physicalism and personalism I 

owe much to the work of my colleagues James Walters 

and David Larson here in the LLU School of Religion.1 In 

his essay, "The Priority of Persons in Biomedical Ethics," 

Larson uses the terms "sanctity-of-all-humanity" to refer 

to physicalism and "sanctity-of-personhood" to refer to 

personalism. I very much like the terms used by Larson in 

his essay and so have included them in the figure below. 

However, throughout the rest of this essay I have used 

physicalism and personalism for convenience. 

Figure 1 
high 

low 

Sanctity-of-all-humanity 
or "physical ism" 

/ 
\ Sanctity-of-personhood 

or "personal ism" 

Fertilization Time Death 

In the briefest of descriptions, physicalism is a type of 

genetic or biological determinism that argues from fertiliza-

tion (a time that is not actually a moment, but a process that 

may take more than twelve hours to complete) the new 

human life has the exact same moral status as any other liv-

ing person, whether ten years old or one hundred years old. 

In answer to the question of when human life begins, there 

is no difficulty—life begins at conception. The primary rea-

son is that the entity that emerges from the combination of 

two persons' DNA holds the potential for a unique, third 

and new being.2 Additionally, those who hold to this view 

also refer to the fertilized egg as a person. Obviously, their 

definition of a person is different from those who hold to 

the personalism position. The personalism perspective 

argues that moral status cannot be static and equal through-

out life. Moral status does not depend on genetics or biolo-

gy; rather, it depends upon a variety of factors that allow for 

relationship with others. Under this frame of reference the 

developmental view is consistent with the notion that moral 

status emerges in concert with the development of the 

human organism through the stages of zygote, embryo, 

fetus, child, adolescent, adult, and so on toward old age, 

decline, and death. Please notice in the graph that these two 

"camps" are not far apart. Both highly value the human 



embryo, but at the edges of life in the beginning and in the 

end, differing concepts make for quite different decisions 

about how to proceed in any given case. 

As we bring together thoughtful perspectives on both 

questions, I understand the hesitancy and the frustration 

associated with trying to find definitive answers. But I do 

not think we should avoid either the questions or the 

answers. In fact, I believe we are better for having engaged 

in the deliberation and conversation. In my classrooms I 

have found my students greatly appreciate our conversation 

over these questions. Those who, in their professions, must 

every day deal with persons and patients at the beginning 

and the end of life seek clarity on the questions and need a 

thorough examination of the relevant moral issues. 

But once we identify when life begins, we shouldn't 

imagine that this will end all moral quandary associated 

with pregnancy and birth. W e still need, in my view, to 

address the scale of moral status because there will always 

be difficult conflicts associated with the development of the 

embryo. T h e General Conference statements on abortion 

and birth control do offer general Biblical principles and 

theological concepts integral to Seventh-day Adventist 

thought on these important questions. Based on these gen-

eral principles and theology we can say, and should insist 

that human tissue, human life, human beings, determined by 

genetics and biology be protected and cared for with vigi-

lance. Moral value does begin with fertilization, and the 

developing embryo should be protected. But this does not 

mean that our efforts to protect and care for the embryo 

will always trump all other morally relevant matters associat-

ed with the embryo as it grows to full term and delivery. 

This does not mean that the conversations, the moral issues, 

are all settled. Indeed, from the position I've identified as 

physicalist, there is a begrudging acceptance of the position 

that allows for abortion if the mother's life is in danger. But 

how can such a determination be made if the embryo is an 

inviolable entity whose rights cannot be subjugated to those 

of the mother? The fact is, those on the physicalist side of 

the scale recognize that occasionally, tragically, the fetus 

may be lost in efforts to save the mother's life. 

Before offering my own position statement on when 

life begins and what the moral status of the human 

embryo is, I want to explore the direction of the church's 

thinking on these questions. T h e church's statements on 

abortion and birth control and Loma Linda University's 

document on human embryonic stem cell research will 

help move us toward a more thoughtful standard of prac-

tice. W h i l e there are a number of statements made by 

the church pertinent to the issues here, these two docu-

ments are the most directly relevant.3 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church statements on 
abortion and birth control: 
T h e statement "Guidelines on Abortion" begins with some 

broad strokes identifying the fact that the church may offer a 

position statement like this but that it does not seek to speak 

for its members. The church hopes to "reveal faith in God as 

the Creator and Sustainer of all life and in ways that reflect 

Christian responsibility and freedom."4 It is also important to 

pay attention to an asterisk at the conclusion of the very first 

sentence that refers the reader to the end of the document 

where it notes that the document refers to abortion as "any 

action aimed at the termination of a pregnancy already estab-

lished.'' This is "distinguished from contraception, which is 

intended to prevent a pregnancy." This is an important 

distinction and one which is often lost to our thinking. The 

statement on abortion does not address contraception. 

It may be that we can learn more about the church's 

thoughts concerning when life begins by analyzing the state-

ment on birth control. For instance, if we think that life 

begins when a woman is pregnant, then by definition we are 

speaking of the time after the embryo has implanted in the 

uterine wall. Oftentimes, my students speak of pregnancy as 

if it were established with fertilization; it is not. Pregnancy is 

established when the embryo has implanted safely in the 

uterine wall. While I understand that the definition of preg-

nancy is contested historically, I stand with those who argue 

for pregnancy beginning at implantation. The medical com-

munity has, through the years, taken one of two positions on 

the definition of pregnancy: either with fertilization or with 

the implantation of the embryo in the uterine wall. In the 

church's official statements, in the birth control statement, 

the abortion statement, and in the statement entitled "Christ-

ian Principles for Genetic Intervention," preference is shown 

for embryo implantation as the event that initiates pregnan-

cy. In the glossary of "Christian Principles for Genetic Inter-

vention" the following statement regarding pre-embryos 

explicitly notes this position: "Pre-embryo. A fertilized ovum 

(or conceptus) prior to implantation and the beginning of 

pregnancy."3 Protecting the pregnancy—that is the life of the 

established embryo in the mother's uterine wall—is impor-

tant to the church. Protecting the pre-implantation embryo 



is also important, but it is not the same as protecting and car-

ing for an established pregnancy. 

T h e statement from the church regarding birth control 

is entitled "Birth Control: A Seventh-day Adventist State-

ment of Consensus." It was voted during the Annual 

Council of the General Conference Executive Committee 

on September 29, 1999. As the other statements of this 

sort, it is available on the General Conference website, 

www.adventist.org. This statement does more to delineate 

the stages of the developing embryo than does the abor-

tion statement. Note the following passage: 

Appropriate methods of birth control. Moral decision mak-

ing about the choice and use of the various birth control agents 

must stem from an understanding of their probable effects on physi-

cal and emotional health, the manner in which the various agents 

operate, and the financial expenditure involved. A variety of meth-

ods of birth control—including barrier methods, spermicides, and 

sterilization—prevent conception and are morally acceptable. Some 

other birth-control methods may prevent the release of the egg (ovu-

lation), may prevent the union of egg and sperm [fertilization), or 

may prevent attachment of the already fertilized egg (implanta-

tion]. Because of uncertainty about how they will function in any 

given instance, they may be morally suspect for people who believe 

that protectable human life begins at fertilization. However, since 

the majority of fertilized ova naturally fail to implant or are lost 

after implantation, even when birth control methods are not being 

used, hormonal methods of birth control and IUDs, which repre-

sent a similar process, may be viewed as morally acceptable. Abor-

tion, the intentional termination of an established pregnancy, is not 

morally acceptable for purposes of birth control. 

Note the phrase that some methods of birth control may 

be morally suspect "for people who believe that protectable 

human life begins at fertilization." In addition to this state-

ment, in the church's view of birth control, there is a docu-

ment written by the Christian View of Human Life 

Committee and approved by the General Conference 

Administrative Committee in 1994 entitled "Recommenda-

tions: Use of Mifepristone (RU486)." In that statement we 

find a conceptually equivalent assertion that reads: "RU486 

is also used for contraception. W h e n the effect of the drug 

is to prevent fertilization, its use is ethically permissible. 

Like other oral contraceptives, however, R U 4 8 6 may some-

times prevent implantation of a fertilized ovum. This is ethi-

cally problematic to those who consider this effect to be 

abortion."6 Had the church felt the need to position itself as 

holding to a physicalist position on the moral status of the 

human embryo, it might have done so here. Had the 

church wanted to take a position that places us in the camp 

I've described as genetic or biological determinism, it would 

have done so here. Had the church wanted to assert that 

inviolable human life begins at fertilization, it might 

have done so here. It did not, and we can assume it did not 

for good reasons. What would those reasons be? 

T h e statement goes on to cite the fact that the "majority 

of fertilized ova naturally fail to implant or are lost after 

implantation." What is the relevance of this fact? T h e rele-

vance pertains to the use of IUD's or hormonal birth control 

methods which work by not allowing the already fertilized 

egg to implant in the uterine wall. IUD's and hormonal 

agents that work this way "may be viewed as morally 

acceptable." T h e very next sentence presents an "however" 

moment. Abortion, defined as the "intentional termination 

of an established pregnancy" is not morally acceptable for 

the purposes of "birth control." 

W e must then read between the lines of the church's 

statements. Prior to implantation, a morally responsible cou-

ple may engage in an action that results in the cessation of 

the progress of the developing embryo. Some couples may, 

in the words of the statement, "believe that protectable 

human life begins at fertilization." But this is not the posi-

tion of the church in this statement, and it is not technically 

abortion in the view of the church because the embryo is 

not yet "established" in the uterine wall; a pregnancy has not 

yet occurred. In other words, an established embryo (one 

implanted in the uterine wall) now holds a higher "pro-

tectable" moral status and should not be aborted for purpos-

es of birth control. But an embryo, not yet established in 

the uterine wall and thus before a pregnancy has begun, 

need not necessarily be protected. Is it then appropriate to 

conclude that at least by implication, the church does not 

believe that human life begins at fertilization? 

In positioning itself on these matters of birth control 

and abortion, without saying so explicitly, the church 

takes a developmental approach to the question of the 

moral status of the human embryo. T h e church values the 

embryo that is "established" in the uterine wall over the 

pre-implantation embryo that is not. Genetic or biological 

determinism does not hold sway in the Seventh-day 

Adventist church. Rather than lean toward the side of the 

moral status continuum that I've referred to as physicalism, 

http://www.adventist.org


it leans instead toward personalism, albeit only slightly. 

The official statements from the General Conference of 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church establish an implicit 

position that accords greater moral status to the adult over 

the fetus and to the fetus over the implanted embryo and to 

the implanted embiyo over the free embryo. Note the fact 

that in the abortion statement the mother is clearly valued 

over the fetus in cases when the mother's life is in danger 

because of the pregnancy. What was to be protected, 

namely the "established pregnancy," must now be lost to 

the welfare of the mother. There are, says the statement, 

"exceptional circumstances" in which there exists "signifi-

cant threats to the pregnant woman's life" which may justify 

an abortion or the cessation of the established pregnancy. 

Such situations present "tragic dilemmas" because "prenatal 

human life is a magnificent gift of God." 

These position statements avoid an outright gradation of 

moral status along a continuum, and yet they strongly imply 

such a view. Those Seventh-day Adventists who feel that an 

early embryo ought to be protected at all costs are holding 

to a position that the church does not hold, at least explicit-

ly. While it does not reject the position of those who feel 

that the fertilized egg is "protectable," neither does it support 

this view. Given the implicit positioning of the church taken 

in these two statements, Adventists who embrace the posi-

tion of genetic determinism bear the burden of proof in 

establishing their position. They must demonstrate that the 

church has taken the position that a zygote is the beginning 

of life and that it must be protected at all costs. 

That the church holds a developmental view, however, 

does not mean that we can take abortion lightly, or that we 

should offer unequivocal support for research that requires 

the destruction of human embryos. Neither does it allow us 

to avoid thinking about how we can best value the early 

embryo, and hopefully developing fetus, in caring commu-

nities of faith. Here again, the abortion statement will help 

as will the LLU guidance statement on stem cell research. 

In the abortion statement, there is strong language that 

pushes us to establish and maintain communities that care 

for its members. The Church must offer "gracious support 

to those who personally face the decision concerning an 

abortion." It argues that such decisions are best made by the 

pregnant woman only after proper and full medical advice 

and when well-supported by both family and church. 

The effort to place such difficult decisions within a com-

plex of relationships pushes toward what has come to be 

known as Care Ethics. Care Ethics may offer some promis-

ing direction for ethics within Seventh-day Adventism. The 

fact that our statement on abortion seeks to place the diffi-

cult decisions of pregnant women contemplating abortion 

embedded within their important relationships, points 

directly to the type of approach to ethical issues taken by 

the Care Ethic. In this way of thinking, abortion is not a 

medical decision, solely. In this way of thinking, the accept-

ability of abortion does not depend upon biology or the 

fact that an identifiably unique genetic entity now exists 

within the reproductive system of a woman. In this way of 

thinking, the zygote holds moral status, but its survivability 

depends on a number of other factors all of which, we must 

urge, fall under God's watchful care through the arms and 

hearts of his community of faith. It may be that a Care 

Ethic for some women will indeed push them toward pro-

tecting their embryo as inviolable regardless of whether or 

not it has developed to the stage of pregnancy. Their fami-

lies and faith communities may be richly supportive. The 

church's statements clearly favor such a supportive and lov-

ing community within which the "magnificent gift of God" 

in the form of prenatal human life is cared for. 

Indeed, in a number of the statements of the church, 

the inherent and high moral value of procreation and 

human life is mentioned. Citing the books of Jeremiah 

(1:5) and Psalms (139 :13-16) in the statement "Considera-

tions on Assisted Human Reproduction," principle number 

four asserts that "Human life should be treated with 



respect at all stages of development."' Similarly in the 

statement "Christian Principles for Genetic Interventions," 

serious concern for the "sanctity of human life" is voiced. 

If, taken in a direction other than that which I've noted 

here, "genetic determinism reduces the meaning of human-

hood. . .there is serious potential for devaluing human life." 

As an example of the fear of an encroachment on human 

sanctity the document cites the possibility of examination 

of "human pre-embryos prior to implantation" in the 

search for genetic anomalies. This document takes serious-

ly the need to protect human dignity.8 According to the 

abortion document, abortion is "tragic" and to be consid-

ered only "for the most serious reasons."9 

T h e church takes the moral status of the embryo and 

fetus seriously, and under the Care Ethic the status is very 

high on our graph. However, it may not trump the moral 

status of all others, depending upon the situation. As the 

statement on abortion says, "Valuable as it is, human life is 

not the only or ultimate concern." 

Loma Linda University's guidance document on 
embryonic stem cell research: 
So, should Adventists and LLU in particular engage in 

human embryonic stem cell research? As is typical of well-

formulated and written statements on such matters, the 

answer turns out to be both yes and no. 

T h e statement rightly draws attention to the fact that the 

"concerns" about such research on human cells focus "pri-

marily on their source - very early embryos." T h e fact that 

the extraction of the stem cells results in the "loss" of the 

embryo is morally problematic, even if, as the statement 

notes the source for these embryos is primarily reproductive 

clinics where such embryos will likely be lost to some other 

method of destruction. 

T h e statement goes on to directly face the question of 

when life begins. Three authentic Christian positions on 

this question are presented, with scripture backing up each 

view. T h e first view answers the question with Gen. 2:7, 

asserting that life begins at the time of the first breath after 

birth. T h e second view, citing Ps. 139:13, argues that the 

value G o d places on a new creation, marked by the coming 

together of the unique human biological structure through 

the combination of sperm and egg, demands that we also 

see fertilization as the beginning of life. A third position sur-

veyed by the statement explicitly notes the developmental 

view. I cite the paragraph at length: 

Still other Christians hold that the moral status of prenatal life 

develops gradually through many important stages, in a crescendo 

building to birth. Scripture speaks, for example, of having been 

"knit together" in the womb (Ps. 139:13), thus indicating an 

awareness of a developmental process. And the legal status assigned 

to prenatal life differed from that given to established personal life 

(Ex. 21:22-25). According to the developmental view, implanta-

tion is of crucial importance because further progress is impossible if 

an embryo does not become implanted in a uterus. Another impor-

tant time is the onset of organized neurological activity. Viability, 

when the fetus is capable of sustained life outside the womb, is still 

another significant step in prenatal development.10 

T o which of these views does the document incline? 

Each of these three views positions researchers either 

toward or away from the point of the discussion, name-

ly, whether or not medical researchers at a S D A educa-

tional institution ought to engage in such research. T h e 

first position would, according to the statement, "obvi-

ously" accommodate research on an early embryo. T h e 

second view would argue that no amount of good could 

justify the failure to protect the conceptus. Regardless 

of the good that might result from advanced research 

on embryonic stem cells, the embryo should not be 

treated simply as an ob jec t of research. T h e third view, 

the developmental view, asserts that: 

While the developmental view may include the belief that early embryos 



have human potential and possess symbolic moral value that is worthy 

of respect, it may also allow embryo research after taking into account 

both the stage of embryo development and the purpose of the research." 

This view moves ever so slowly toward an explicit sup-

port of human embryonic stem cell research based upon 

reasoning that may fit with the formal church statements. 

But note the language, "may also allow," does not positively 

assert that it is okay to engage in such research. In closely 

worded ethics statements it is not uncommon to position 

oneself between open advocacy in favor and full argument 

against. It may be that while we would not condemn some 

particular action, we may at the same time not particularly 

encourage it either. It is one thing to say that our reasoning 

"may allow" for an action but quite another thing to openly 

endorse the action. 

Before an explicit statement on the matter at hand, the 

document takes an aside to look at six biblical principles 

that establish the variety of values important to the type 

of research we engage in at LLU and what our aims are 

in that research. Numbers three and four are, I think, 

both overlooked and undervalued by the wider audience 

of Seventh-day Adventists, that is, those beyond the 

environs of LLU itself. Most people in the S D A church 

do not fully understand these principles, nor do they 

appreciate what medical research can do as we seek to 

live them out. These important principles include: 

Advancing human health. Human beings are multidimen-

sional units comprised of physical, mental, and spiritual 

components. Humans can become host to the indwelling 

Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19; 2 Cor. 6:16; Eph. 3 :14 -19 ; Eph. 

5 : 3 0 - 3 2 ) which permits them to become reflectors of God's 

character while remaining mortal. This indwelling follows 

the awareness of G o d and a conscious desire to yield to His 

influence. Independent life commences at birth, matures 

with aging and reaches the highest degree of wholeness 

when the Holy Spirit indwells the life. In light of this belief 

Adventists promote the health of all with the objective of 

obtaining the highest degree of wholeness possible. 

Preventing and alleviating human suffering. Gods plan for 

human beings includes a growing understanding and apprecia-

tion of the wonders of His creation (Ps. 8:3-9; 139:1—6; 

13-16; Matt. 6 :26-29). Efforts to understand the basic struc-

tures of life through careful research should be encouraged, 

especially when such investigation holds the promise of serv-

ing human health. Christians accept the responsibility to pre-

vent suffering and preserve or restore human health whenever 

feasible (Luke 9:1, 2; Acts 10:38). Because it may be possible to 

use stem cells in the restoration of health, ethical research in 

this area is worthy of pursuit.12 

T h e importance of these two principles amounts to 

a moral mandate to do all that we can justifiably do to 

fight human disease and enhance human life. In fact, 

these principles are also recognized in two General 

Conference statements; one on genetic interventions 

("Christian Principles for Genet ic Intervention")13 and 

one on human cloning ("Statement on Ethical Consider-

ations Regarding Human Cloning").1 4 

In "Christian Principles for Genet ic Intervention" the 

introduction notes that if we can engage in genetic 

interventions that are consistent with our principles, 

"they are to be welcomed as cooperation with the divine 

intention of alleviating the painful results of sin." In the 

statement on human cloning there is first clear rejection 

of this technology for reproductive purposes. But the 

statement goes on to say that our present condemnation 

of such technology should not "blind us to the possibili-

ties of using it to meet genuine human needs." M a n y 

researchers pursuing so called "cloning" technologies are 

doing so with the express purpose of creating useful 

medical, clinical therapies, not so that egotistic men can 

reproduce themselves ad infinitum. Research like this, 

focused on clinical medical work, is occasionally called 

therapeutic cloning, and the church document seems to 

appreciate the possibilities that this line of research may 

discover. In a footnote to the sentence about "the possi-

bilities" of this technology the statement goes on to say: 

"There may be future situations in which human cloning 

could be considered beneficial and morally acceptable." 

T h e strength of these General Conference-level 

approved statements should be noted. T h e point of the 

matter is that we take principles three and four so seri-

ously as to treat them as a moral imperative to engage in 

research that would otherwise be difficult to justify. 

So, for the LLU researcher morally pressed by the need 

to alleviate human suffering and advance human health, 

should research on human embryos be considered seriously? 

Yes. Without equivocation, the answer is yes. I'll cite the 

entirety of the LLU guidance document here: 



1. Research will not he conducted for the purpose of producing human 

clones. 

2. Human embryos will not be created for the purpose of producing 

embryonic stem cells. 

3. Human embryonic stem cell research will be considered when the stem 

cells are derived by means that do not compromise the well-being of a 

viable embryo or fetus. 

4. While the destruction of human embryos for the purpose of research is 

not encouraged, research with cells derived from embryos that would 

otherwise be destroyed will be considered. 

Note: Currently, the embryonic stem cell preparations available for 

study were derived, with informed consent, from excess embryos 

remaining after infertility procedures. The donors elected not to use 

them or to allow others to use them for reproductive purposes. Conse-

quently, their fate would have been indefinite storage or destruction. 

While intentional destruction of human embryos for research is not 

condoned, a decision not to use these "abandoned" embryos would 

have been equivalent to their destruction. 

Their developmental stage corresponds to that of a naturally gen-

erated embryo two or three days before implantation in the uterus. 

They have no differentiated structures. About half of natural embryos 

at that stage do not survive to term. Indeed, many contraceptives act 

by preventing them from implanting in the uterus. 

While adult (multipotent) stem cells are now available, their 

potential is currently much more restricted. Until cells with equivalent 

properties are available, we will consider research using embryonic 

stem cell preparations derived elsewhere from early embryos, after all 

other options have been exhausted. 

An SDA position statement on when life begins: 
As I have shown in this brief review of what our church 

says on the matter of the human embryo, the General 

Conference does not explicitly ask or answer the ques-

tion of when life begins. W h i l e the LLU guidance docu-

ment does ask the question explicitly, it answers it only 

implicitly, even if more decisively than the General 

Conference statements imply. 

Here, I will state as succinctly as possible what I take to 

be an authentic S D A answer to the question of when life 

begins and what moral status the embryo holds. As a result 

of this position, I will also answer the question regarding 

whether or not we should engage in human embryonic 

stem cell research: 

While human reproduction is a magnificent gift of God, fertilization 

is not equivalent to the moment when a new human life begins. The 

moral status of the human embryo increases as its development pro-

gresses. An explicit answer to the question of when human life begins 

should focus on morally relevant aspects along its developmental path. 

Thus, while we can assert that fertilization is an immensely important 

event toward establishing the moral status of the emerging life, the 

zygote does not at that point take on inviolable status. More impor-

tant to the moral status placed on the developing embryo is the 

implantation in the uterine wall which establishes pregnancy. Indeed, 

if a line is to be drawn, this is where it should be¡ life begins at 

implantation in the woman's uterus. On this developmental view the 

moral status of the Zygote and early embryo is less than that of the 

implanted embryo or fetus which is less than that of its mother. 

It should be clear to the reader that if I have been 

responsible in my analysis of the church's official state-

ments, and if the above proposition is authentic, then there 

is an open door for a statement in support of human embry-

onic stem cell research. Thus, on this question, I offer the 

following statement: 

The fact that so many fertilized eggs fail to be transported to and 

implanted in the uterine wall is a morally significant, natural process. 

We cannot and should not expect medical technologies that assist in 

human reproduction and research to be more efficient than nature 

itself. These observations lead to the conclusion that the moral status 

of the embryo is less than that of the fetus. Given the fact that the 

source for human embryonic stem cells is from reproductive clinics 

where these embryos will only be lost anyway, it is acceptable to con-

duct research upon the cell lines that come from these sources. The 

press of our duty to alleviate human suffering and enhance human life 

is a morally relevant factor that overrides our moral commitment to 

the embryo at this point of development. 

I would agree with others, however, who want to move 

only slowly and carefully toward this type of research. M y 

reluctance to be more aggressive comes from two connect-

ed reasons. First, moving forward in light of the opposition 

of those in our community of faith and the broader society 

who disagree is often both overly controversial and unnec-

essary. While there are times when we need to simply voice 

appreciation for the concern of those who oppose move-

ment and move ahead anyway, this may not be one of those 

times. Science is an incredibly creative tool, and it may well 

have found a way around much, if not all, of the opposition 



in the case of stem cell research. 

The rapid progress of the science in this field leads to the 

second reason for a slow approach, namely, the development 

of alternative sources for stem cells that will fight disease and 

enhance health. The development I refer to is research into 

what is called "induced pluripotent stem cells" or iPSC. To 

make another long and complicated story short, iPSC 

research takes adult cells and pushes them backward toward 

less specialized stages. In effect it is an alternative to taking 

embryonic cells at their earliest and least specialized stage. 

The overall effort of researchers with embryonic stem cells is 

to figure out how to get them to specialize along prescribed 

paths. But because the source of these cells is morally prob-

lematic, some researchers began trying to find new ways to 

obtain them. The research method of iPSC removes the 

problems associated with embryonic sources. But it also 

helps in two additional ways. First, it helps researchers 

understand how cells differentiate and specialize. Second, 

iPSC results in stem cells that can then be used for further 

research. Of course the potential clinical, therapeutic appli-

cations of iPSC are profound because, in part, the person 

who is suffering ill health can use her own cells to begin this 

process. Implanting her own cells back into her in the effort 

to fight her disease is far easier because she need not worry 

about her immune system rejecting the transplanted cells; 

they are her own cells that have been manipulated to create 

a treatment for her disease. This is the therapeutic hope of 

all stem cell research regardless of the source of the cells. 

Scientific research of this sort moves rapidly, but the 

underlying issues I've addressed here will always be the 

same. What moral value do we place on human life? When 

should we protect it from any and all threats? When is it 

morally appropriate to allow the life of one to trump the 

life of another? 

In the difficult and tragic clinical events that pit the 

mother's welfare against that of the fetus, the mother's life 

must be given value greater than that of the fetus. Under-

standably, many will reject this idea, but precious few peo-

ple are willing to watch a pregnant mother die while 

attempting to protect the fetal life she desperately hopes to 

deliver. No religion, to my knowledge, urges mothers to die 

for their fetal children. And while the stories of brave 

women who sacrifice their lives for that of their children 

occasionally inspire us, precious few see it as virtuous to 

make such sacrifice, particularly if the mother has other 

children who need her care. 

Conclusion 
I offer this analysis from both congenial and hopeful per-

spectives. When I say congenial, I mean to note that it is 

part of my duty to work with the church at every level 

toward the end of helping clarify the moral perplexities 

within which we live our lives today. My students need 

clear position statements from their church as they person-

ally work out their own professional practice standards. My 

non-SDA students, other healthcare professionals, and those 

with general interest in what we believe also need more 

from the church. Over the past twenty-five years or so, the 

General Conference has produced a number of well formu-

lated moral position statements. But it needs to do more, 

and it needs to engage in this work in a deliberate fashion 

with a long-range view in mind. 

When I say hopeful, I mean to communicate that I am 

hopeful for the future of the relationship between the 

church and its academic institutions. Hopeful, especially in 

my case, that the General Conference remains interested 

and engaged with the scholars of Loma Linda University as 

they have in the past. Generating moral position state-

ments on issues such as those I have discussed here 

demands that scientists, theologians, and church adminis-

trators work with each other in congenial and mutually 

beneficial relationships. Indeed, were it not for the close 

and helpful response of my LLU colleagues in the medical 

research community, I would not have been able to engage 



in the work of this essay.16 They are responsible to their 

scholarly community and remain faithful and engaged in 

our church community. All parties involved owe it to our-

selves and to each other to remain in conversation on these 

matters of intense moral importance. I 
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Psalms: for the Blues II 
From In The Sanctuary of a South 

BY RAMONA H Y M A N 

In the rain 

W e three drag a blues 

This blues not 

Musicology books about 

One strand guitars 

And Black boys blowing 

Music from soda bottles 

This blues is real 

It's calluses for hands 

Chicken, pig feet, and biscuits 

On a Tuesday morning for food 

It's real 

Like bad feet, corns 

And bruised bitten lips 

This blues not 

Intellectuals arguing 

Authenticity in an old 

Mississippi upper room 

This blues: walking 

Down highway 61 

To a grave-digging job 

It's a dirty boy's lyric 

A laundry woman's lament 

It's real 

Chisels deacons, a church full 

Singing gospel songs 

Etches deaconess 

Chanting. Chanting. 

This blues sweeps, 

Tryin to purge a spiritual 

In a country back room scene. 


