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Eschatology Without Excuses | BY CHARLES SCRIVEN 

I
believe the gospel of hope is indispensable. So, when
skeptics and know-nothings dismiss it as nothing but
a painkiller and an excuse, it sickens me—because I
realize they’re on to something. A Second Coming

church, such as ours, can easily distort hope into an alibi
for escape: find a cocoon and wait things out; get on the
radio, eat plants, underline the Bible. 

Were such a distortion to be truly commonplace, we’d
be useless as stumps, or even worse—if we kept on winning
converts, we’d be recruiting more people to be the same.

Some of our most influential preachers take us, I’m
afraid, in this direction. For them, the present, where we
live now, is a parenthesis—a kind of bus stop where, aside
from heresy and “soul-winning,” little happens but the
waiting. So they barely mention discipleship, nor do they
remind anyone to “till and keep” the garden—that, after all,
would turn hope into something you do, not just some-
thing you talk about.

I got to thinking about all this when my graduating
class met in late April for a weekend homecoming at Walla
Walla University. Many of my classmates showed up; lots
of teachers, nurses and physicians, engineers, all people
who make enhancements to the present world. I realized, as I
think people often do at such events, how much I appreci-
ate the time they shared with me back when, how much
their wondrous, complicated lives inspire me still. Many
are active Adventists. Do their accomplishments rebuke
know-nothing dismissals of Christian hope?

Another thing: planners had adopted “Beauty in Expres-
sion” as the weekend’s theme. I could not remember such a
theme at an Adventist General Conference, or in any
instance of public evangelism, or in any version of the
church’s Fundamental Beliefs. Such a theme seemed right
for a college campus, but in more conventional settings it
would have been, well, innovative.

All this reminded me that if you look for the convictions

of a religious community—for its truly life-changing beliefs—
you can’t stop at what preachers or doctrinal statements
have to say. You have to look at how people actually live—
not just in their worship or at the potluck, but also in the
workplace or at the mall or on the iPhone.

In that light, it seems to me that one Adventist convic-
tion, widely shared, is that God does care about what
goes on in the present, and whether it’s beautiful or not.
“All things bright and beautiful,” says the hymn, “The
Lord God made them all.” We even sing that
“Emmanuel’s ground” yields a “thousand sacred sweets”
before we reach the “golden streets.”

Not all of us, and perhaps none of us all the time, think
the here-and-now is something you just wait out or try 
to run from. Someone who hears a tornado bearing down
on the house would not polish the silverware but would
scream at the kids to head for the basement. All of us, at
least now and then, polish the silverware.

Still, are enhancements of life just distractions from our
end-time “warning” work?

When I look at the Bible, I think not. On page one, the
purple-headed mountains and divine-image-bearing man
and woman, and all the rest that the Creator makes, are
called “very good.” Then, a page or so on, God really does
tell his human creatures that the garden is for them to “till
and keep.” It seems, at least in Genesis, that the world is a
good a thing to invest in. 

I know someone will say, “But Adam and Eve got into
trouble, and now Satan’s in control. Now the world is
hopeless, bound to get worse and worse.” 

But did Abraham get that message? Years after the start
of trouble, God tells the founder of Israel: “I will bless
you…and in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.” Abraham’s influence, so says Genesis 12, will help
people on earth to flourish. 

It’s true that we’re in trouble. The motivation for cutting

EDITORIAL n from the forum chairman
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the Gospel of hope down to a “final warning
message” comes in large part from Jesus’ own
words. His great sermon on last things, found in
Matthew 24 and 25, declares that before the
Kingdom’s final victory, false prophets will arise,
and also wars and famines and earthquakes. To
avoid torture and death, he tells the disciples,
you may have to flee. 

Jesus does add, just as we’ve always said, his
assurance of final victory. Amid all the hardship
and disaster, the Son of Man will flash into view
like lightning and gather his followers to him-
self. Although no one knows the day or hour, it
will happen.

But we’re looking at the Bible here, so notice
now what Jesus also says: In the meantime, keep
awake—and do your job. Even when life is hard, do
good work. Jesus elaborates on the point with a
parable about three servants entrusted with “tal-
ents,” or money, while their master is away. One
servant is afraid to invest any money; he just
buries it for safekeeping. But such a servant—his
master uses harsh words—is “wicked and lazy.”

So the proper way to wait for Jesus’ final vic-
tory is to do the work God gives. Even when it’s
hard, investing in the here-and-now is God’s plan
for our lives. Long before Jesus’ sermon, Jeremiah
told put-upon Jews, then captive in Babylon, to
get busy building families and working for
“peace”—shalom; human well-being—right then
and there, in that foreign city (Jeremiah 29:7).
Now Jesus, at the center of his end-times
speech, summons his followers to be busy in the
same way. He has already, remember, inserted
the importance of peacemaking into the Beati-
tudes—and underscored its urgency in the
prayer he modeled: “thy will be done, on earth as
it is in heaven.” (Matthew 5:9; 6:10). 

When Jesus faces questions (Matthew 11)
about whether he’s “the one who is to come,” he
points to the good things that are happening: the
healings, the poor having good news brought to
them. So if there are (in the language we use)
bad signs of the times, there are also good signs
of the times. There is no iron law that all will get
worse. Jesus did predict suffering; he did say life

would be difficult—but he also spoke eagerly of
the good that seemed, with his own ministry, to
be gaining traction. The conventional, or stereo-
typical, Adventist eschatology seems to miss
this, even though the Bible is as clear about it as
about the Ten Commandments. 

My classmates at Walla Walla have done
many things to enhance the here-and-now. And
part of the reason we enjoyed our time together
is that all weekend, musicians and artists gave
expression to beauty as if on cue from their very
Maker. They seemed to know, by instinct or the
study of God’s word or both, that God never
said, “My Son’s first coming fell flat and noth-
ing’s changed. I’ll get it right the second time.” 

All this has helped me form a thought that’s
not new at all. It’s that although the Second
Coming really does provide the hope we need,
that hope is no excuse for escapism; it’s a stimu-
lus to urgency. It tells us what will last—Jesus
will—and thus what goals, values and passions
are worth embracing today. So when eschatol-
ogy is faithful to God’s word, it underscores
what Martin Luther King called “the fierce
urgency of Now.” It’s motivation to get busy
with what matters now, good signs of the times.
Hope is something you do.

A world doomed to go downhill, a world
where we might as well bury our resources as use
them for good ends, would be no place for moral
aspiration, nor even for Adventist faith. How, I
ask you, can the Second Coming happen if God
can make no good difference now?  n

Charles Scriven chairs Adventist Forum.
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Seeing Adventism Whole | BY BONNIE DWYER

Y
ou really need to write a story … the
caller launched into the latest water
cooler talk from the General Confer-
ence concerning GraceLink, the Sab-

bath School curriculum for children seemingly
being thrown out the window. The General
Conference Administrative Committee had just
voted for the creation of a new curriculum, one
that more heavily emphasizes the beliefs of
Adventism. 

I started making phone calls to learn more.
While those who developed GraceLink were
happy to describe the wide-ranging scholarly and
artistic efforts that went into its creation, nobody
wanted to talk on the record about the politics
that seemed to undergird the change to a new
curriculum. Was the story the change in the cur-
riculum, or the politics? Or should we be follow-
ing the money to determine the amount that had
been invested over a decade in creating Grace
Link, plus the cost of developing new materials
to replace it. Repeated requests for just the pub-
lishing figures went nowhere.  But then, how do
you accurately quantify development costs when
they are spread across a decade of time as well as
all the world divisions? Hmmmm. The vote for
the curriculum change centered on an intent to
put a greater emphasis on Adventist doctrines, on
orthodoxy. What is the cost of orthodoxy? 

That is where we begin our efforts to see
Adventism whole in this issue. We also attempt
to view Ellen G. White whole. It is from histori-
an Terrie Aamodt that I borrow that concept of
seeing something whole. She explains in her
“Confessions of an Ellen White Biographer” (see
p. 57) that seeing a person whole is the challenge

for a biographer who wants to produce more
than hagiography.  

During the month of May 2016, seeing Ad -
ventism whole included incredible stories from
Rwanda, where, according to reports in the offi-
cial press, evangelistic efforts added to the work
done by local church members, yielding approxi-
mately 100,000 baptisms. Meanwhile, in South
Africa there was a major kerfuffle over the legiti-
macy of the degrees held by the Division presi-
dent who resigned, but was then encouraged to
reconsider his decision by General Conference
President Ted N.C. Wilson. But with essentially
a vote of no confidence from the Division Execu-
tive Committee, Division President Paul Ratsara
asked for reassignment as a local pastor. The
story extended past Ratsara and included the
Division vice president, who confessed to ghost
writing a majority of Ratsara’s doctoral disserta-
tion, as well as the Division communication
director, whose two doctorates turned out to be
from diploma mills. This drama unfolded day-by-
day on our website and eventually in other
Adventist media, too. 

Seeing Adventism whole can be challenging;
maddening, even. And yet, as in seeing Biblical
characters like David and Moses whole, it is that
wholeness that captures our hearts.  n

Bonnie Dwyer is editor of Spectrum magazine.

Correction: An incorrect image of William Foy was used to

illustrate the article of “Let the Slave Reply” (Spectrum, 

Vol. 44, No. 1). There are no known photos of this pioneer

prophet.
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Translating the Bible into Pictures | BY RUBÉN R. DUPERTUIS

I
became interested in the intersection of comic
books and Bibles for children as a part of my
attempt to make some sense out of The Brick Testa-
ment, a web design project illustrating scenes from

biblical stories entirely in the medium of LEGO blocks.
Despite the ostensibly child-friendly nature of the
images—LEGOS are, after all, a children’s toy—the proj-
ect has a sharp critical edge to it. We catch a glimpse of it
in the fact that the index has content ratings alerting
viewers to which scenes contain “Nudity, Sexual activity,
Violence and Cursing.” Indeed, what Smith chooses to
illustrate from the Bible emphasizes its “adult-themed”
content by highlighting the violence, sexuality, and oddi-
ty of its content. Much of the material typically omitted
or cleaned up for children’s editions of the Bible is not
only present in The Brick Testament, but is illustrated in
great detail. One finds, for example, scenes illustrating
the Rape of Dinah (from Gen 34:1–34), Noah’s drunken-
ness (Gen 9:18–9:29), and the beheading of John the
Baptist, including an image of John the Baptist’s recently
severed head on a platter (Mark 6:20–29, Luke 3:19–20).1 

Thus, given Smith’s illustration choices, it is hard to
see The Brick Testament as a children’s Bible. That said, in
my judgment, The Brick Testament is not unrelated to the
tradition of illustrated Bibles. Because many, if not
most, of the illustrated Bibles produced in the twentieth
century are meant for children, The Brick Testament can be
read as a critique of or reaction against ways in which
the Bible is presented to children. Regarding the pur-
pose of the project, Smith himself states that, in the
end, “illustrating the Bible in LEGO has been, for me, a
chance to re-tell these stories in a way that’s more faith-
ful to the text than the other illustrated Bibles I’ve
seen.”2 If The Brick Testament is a reaction to this tradition,
it is worth looking at it alongside some examples of
illustrated Bibles for children. I have chosen Bibles that

fall generally into the category of comics because,
while The Brick Testament is not technically a comic book,
it is clearly borrowing the general form, language, and
aesthetics of that medium by the use of sequential
frames to convey a story, through the use of images, as
well as captions, word and thought bubbles. I have also
chosen to focus on the presentation of the story of
Cain and Abel from Genesis 4:1–16 in several different
Bibles, in part because this story regularly features in
most relatively recent Bibles for children, but also
because it is a narrative that presents any translator with
a number of difficult decisions.

In what follows, I first address my approach to
comic-book Bibles and The Brick Testament principally as
translations. I then examine the presentation of Genesis
4:1–16 in three comic-book Bibles, before turning to
some aspects of The Brick Testament in general, and its
presentation of the Cain and Abel Story in particular.

Comic-Book Bibles as Translations
While a number of different approaches to this material
would be fruitful, including retelling and adaptation among
many, I have chosen translation for several reasons. The

DISCUSSED | children’s Bibles, comic books, illustration, translation

Genesis 4–8: And Cain
attacked his brother Abel.
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first is the nature of what can be referred to real-
ly as “the comics medium” itself. The wide range
of what has been considered and presented as
children’s Bibles includes retellings of a handful
of stories, catechisms, epitomes, summaries, and
various illustrated and picture Bibles3. Comic-
book Bibles, a relatively recent phenomenon,
certainly fit within the tradition of illustrated or
picture Bibles, but they also present some dis-
tinctive features and challenges.4 Clear defini-
tions of “comics”, “comic books” and/or “graphic
novels”5 are notoriously difficult to come by, but
one of the most useful and well-known is that of
McCloud, for whom comics are ”juxtaposed pic-
torial and other images in deliberate sequence,
intended to convey information and/or to pro-
duce an aesthetic response in the viewer.”6 It is
worth emphasizing the image-driven nature of
the medium, as is thinking of images or icons in
broad terms. While for some, comics are a com-
bination of language and images7, for McCloud,
and others, the images, icons, and symbols used
to convey meaning in the medium are signs in
the same way that the letters of an alphabet are.
The comics medium is, in fact, increasingly
being viewed as a language system that has
developed a set visual vocabulary that requires a
particular literacy on the part of the reader.8

It is also worth noting that, in comics, the images or
pictures do not simply illustrate the text or the story,
but are a central means through which the medium con-
veys meaning. Comics can, in fact, be thought of as a
“hybrid word-and-image form in which two narrative
tracks, one verbal and one visual, register temporality
spatially. … Highly textured in its narrative scaffold-
ing, comics doesn’t (sic) blend the visual and the ver-
bal—or use one simply to illustrate the other—but is
(sic) rather prone to present the two nonsynchronously;
a reader of comics not only fills in the gaps between
panels but also works with the often disjunctive back-
and-forth or reading and looking for meaning.”9

If the comics medium consists of a language,
then presenting or telling a Bible story in this
medium can be considered a translation.

A second reason lies in the fact that what
little critical attention comic-book Bibles have
received has all been relatively recent and has,
in one way or another, addressed translation
issues. Beard and du Toit, for example, exam-
ine children’s Bibles, including “picture” Bibles,
in South Africa explicitly as translations,
through the framework of cognitive poetics.10

Burke and Lebrón-Rivera explore the possibili-
ty of reading a recent graphic novel produc-
tion of the story of Samson as midrash.11 They
never use the term “translation,” but their cen-
tral concern is with the “transfer of Scripture”
into the graphic novel format, evaluating the
level of accuracy of the graphic novel by com-
parison to the story of Samson in the Masoret-
ic Text. Responding to Burke and Lebrón-
Rivera, Clark also took up the analysis of
recent graphic novel versions of the story of
Samson. The concern with the “faithful trans-
fer” of Scripture is even clearer here, as Clark
notes places where the transfer of meaning
was “unfaithful” and where it hits the mark.12

A third reason is that fidelity in translation
is also a goal of many of the comic-book
Bibles themselves. This is the case, for exam-
ple, in the comic-book Bible series put out by
the United Bible Society. In an article pub-
lished in Bible Translator with the aim of intro-
ducing potential translators to the conventions
of comics, Mundhenk says of the series, “The
series of Bible comics is an attempt to adapt
the message of the Bible in a way that is both
faithful to the message of the Bible and also
faithful to the comics format.”13

The self-presentation of most of the
comics I examined for this study also invokes
fidelity to scripture. The back cover of one
comic-strip version of the Hebrew Bible
attributes the following endorsement to a
prominent Christian leader: “Parents will do
their children a real spiritual service by pro-
viding them with Picture Stories from the Bible.
The stories follow the text of Scripture very
closely.”14 Another authority says of the
book, “[the author] has put the Bible stories



8

into the modern comic form without sacrific-
ing the accuracy of the Biblical text, and with
all due reverence.” Although less explicit
about being a translation, The Comic Book Bible
also presents itself on the back cover as a
kind of Bible starter-kit, translated into “pic-
ture book” form in order to be attractive and
understandable to children.15 And, as I noted
above, fidelity to the biblical original is also
part of The Brick Testament’s presentation.
Smith has said of his project: “For me, it’s all
about making the content of the Bible more
accessible without changing that content.”16

Although, as I note below, Smith’s purpose in
accurately representing the content of the
Bible may ultimately be ironic, the claim of
accuracy is there, thus legitimating the proj-
ect by evoking popular notions of translation.

My own interest in approaching these
texts as translations is two-fold. The first
concerns the type of translation that comic-
book Bibles represent. Jakobson distinguished
three kinds of translation: (1) interlingual
translation—what is typically thought of as
“translation proper”—in which the signs from
one natural language (such as Hebrew or
Greek) are interpreted by means of signs in
another natural language (such as Spanish or
English); (2) intralingual translation, in which
the signs of one language are interpreted by
means of other signs in the same language—
essentially paraphrasing; and (3) intersemiotic
translation, the interpretation of verbal signs
by means of a non-verbal sign system.17

Comic-book Bibles are, or at least can be, all
three types of translation. While the poten-
tial for interlingual translation exists, most
comic-book Bibles start with an existing Eng-
lish language translation.18 What parts of the
biblical text they render in what Jakobson
calls “natural language,” whether that be
rewording, paraphrasing, retelling, etcetera,
could be seen as intralingual translation. Cer-
tainly the use of images and icons would
qualify as an intersemiotic translation. This
last type is probably the most useful of the

three for our purposes, but it is worth noting
that the comics medium defies simple charac-
terization.

I am also interested in the models of trans-
lation invoked, or better yet, assumed, when
discussing comic-book Bibles. The focus on
the fidelity of comics in their representation,
retelling or translation of biblical stories
often appears to assume a rather simplistic
model of translation that, in my judgment,
may be overly optimistic about the possibili-
ty of capturing the objective essence of the
original into the target language or medium.
Indeed, one of the central developments of
translation studies in the last few decades has
been dispelling the notion that the mark of a
good translation is whether it is accurate or
not.19 Much of recent translation theory
reflects the understanding that translations
are always complex cultural transactions.20 As
Venuti puts it, translations are “the site of
many determinations and effects—linguistic,
cultural, economic, ideological.”21 But if the
undistorted transfer of meaning is not fully
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possible, what then is the role of the transla-
tor and what makes a good translation? For
Venuti, while some violence is unavoidable
in the act of translation, translators have a
choice between two tendencies. One possi-
bility is performing what he calls a “domesti-
cating” translation that privileges the values
and cultural assumptions of the target-lan-
guage reader. Domesticating models of trans-
lation, Venuti argues, are dominant in
English-language translation. This applies to
most contemporary English translations of
the Bible, perhaps especially those aimed at
niche markets. In addition to presenting the
biblical texts in attractive, accessible, and
understandable ways, they erase the cultural
distance between the Bible and the present
day, enlisting it (and the attendant authority
of the Bible) in the maintenance and reifica-
tion of contemporary cultural structures and
ideologies

For Venuti, the other possibility is fore-
grounding the cultural distance from and oth-
erness of a source text by adopting a
“foreignizing” translation. This is not a claim
to be able to capture objectively some
essence in the source text, because in the end
the text’s “otherness” is still rendered by
means of the terms of the target language.
The point, however, is “to develop a theory
and practice of translation that resists domi-
nant target-language cultural values so as to
signify the linguistic and culture difference of
the foreign text.”22 With these possibilities 
or tendencies in mind, we can take a look at
how the Bible is translated in comic-book
Bibles for children.

Cain and Abel in the Primeval Epic 
and Comic-book Bibles for Children
I will focus on the story of Cain and Abel in
Genesis 4:1–16, a staple of recent children’s
Bibles. While there are numerous interpretive
difficulties in this little story—as evidenced
by the complex history of interpretation23—in
my reading of the story there are four issues
in particular to which I want to pay attention.
The first is the apparent arbitrariness of
God’s choice of Abel’s sacrifice over Cain’s.
The choice is not explained or justified in the
Hebrew Bible. Both Cain and Abel make
offerings from what is appropriate to their
occupation: Cain the farmer, Abel the shep-
herd. As Brueggemann notes, “The trouble
comes not from Cain, but from Yahweh—the
strange God of Israel. Inexplicably, Yahweh
chooses—accepts and rejects.”24

The second interpretive issue is the first
interaction between God and Cain immedi-
ately after the latter’s sacrifice is not accepted
and “his countenance fell” (Gen 4:5). In the
wake of God’s arbitrary preference for Abel’s
sacrifice, the reminder that doing well leads
to acceptance, while not doing well opens
one up to sin, is hardly comforting since it is
unclear what Cain did wrong in the first
place (Gen 4:6–7). At best this, too, is anoth-
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er enigmatic feature of the story. At worst,
God is not playing fair and is toying with
Cain.25 The third issue is God’s second inter-
action with Cain, in which Cain is cursed, his
connection to the ground severed, and he is
destined to live as an exile and a wanderer.
Cain’s protest results in a form of accommo-
dation: a mark protecting him from harm.
The literary function of this mark on Cain is
“two-edged. On the one hand, it announces
the guilt of Cain. On the other, it marks Cain
as safe in God’s protection.”26 The fourth
issue I want to highlight is the violence that
is at the heart of the first murder in the Bible.
As with much in this terse, brief narrative,
the pivotal moment is striking for its brevity;
Cain invited Abel to a field where he “rose up
against his brother Abel, and killed him”
(Gen 4:8, NRSV).

Of the numerous publications that would
fit under the category of comic-book Bibles, 
I have chosen to focus on three. The first, The
Comic Book Bible by Rob Suggs, is a Christian
publication (as are the other two examples on
which I focus) that aims at an audience of
children from ages eight to twelve, and tells
selected stories from both the Hebrew Bible
and the New Testament.27 In The Comic Book
Bible, the story of Cain and Abel is told in six
panels on one page. At the top of each page is
a Bible verse related to the story, a choice
that may be related to an anxiety often seen
in illustrated or picture Bibles over the rela-
tionship to the text of the Bible.28 In this case,
the words selected from the Cain and Abel
story are from Genesis 4:4–5: “…and the Lord
had respect for Abel and his offering, but
unto Cain and to his offering he had not
respect.…” This choice highlights the impor-
tance of God’s preference of the sacrifice of
one brother over the other, which in the
Hebrew Bible is enigmatic if not arbitrary.

In The Comic Book Bible, however, God’s pref-
erence for Abel’s sacrifice is anything but arbi-
trary. One way in which this is achieved is by
the dialogue supplied to the characters. In the

first frame of the story Abel says “I’ll offer the
best of my flock,” while in the next frame,
Cain states, “Abel is always sacrificing. Maybe
this old plant will do for me”. The order in
which the sons are introduced and offer their
sacrifices is reversed from the order in the
Hebrew Bible, effectively making Cain play
catch-up and introducing the notion of jeal-
ousy. The words ascribed to the brothers
emphasize the importance of the proper atti-
tude during worship. In addition to making
clear the superior quality of Abel’s sacrifice,
the story also suggests that God’s choice is
understandable. In the second frame Cain says
“Abel is always sacrificing…,” and in the third
he thinks, “As usual, God liked Abel’s sacrifice
better, well I’m sick of it.” In this story Abel
apparently sacrifices more often, his offerings
are better, and God routinely chooses the 
sacrifice of Abel over that of Cain. The justifi-
cation of God’s choice is also done visually.
Abel is introduced in the first frame as the
cute, bright-eyed younger brother, active in
tending his flock, while Cain bears a droopy
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kind of Bible
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moustache (a permanent frown?) and stands
idle in the background, leaning up against a
tree. We see Abel’s face again in the third
frame—again he is smiling, while his brother,
watching him out of the corner of his eyes,
thinks jealous thoughts. Whatever insight
Cain’s thoughts and words give the reader
about his motivations, visually he is typed
throughout as a villain.

The first interaction between God and
Cain before the murder of Abel is omitted
entirely, while in the presentation of the sec-
ond there is no indication that God’s punish-
ment of Cain for the murder of his brother
with exile is accompanied by a way of pro-
tecting him against those who would do him
harm. Here it is simply a punishment. This
story is about a young man with a bad atti-
tude (and bad facial hair) who succumbs to
jealousy, kills his brother, and suffers a corre-
sponding punishment. Finally, The Comic Book
Bible avoids the violence in the story, showing
a frame of Cain’s ambush of Abel, then going
directly to God’s second encounter with Cain.

This is not surprising, as violence and per-
ceived amoral actions in children’s Bibles have
been reworked or omitted for the better part
of the last two centuries.29

An earlier comic-book Bible for children
touches on many of the same themes. Pub-
lished originally in 1942, Picture Stories from the
Bible by M. C. Gaines has stories from both
the Old and New Testaments in two separate
volumes. Its version of the story of Cain and
Abel is longer, told over fourteen frames.30 As
is the case in The Comic Book Bible, in Picture Sto-
ries the reason for God’s choice between Cain
and Abel is made abundantly clear. After the
brothers and their respective occupations are
introduced, a caption states: “One day Abel
decided to make an offering to the Lord—
Cain pledged an offering too, but his heart
wasn’t in it.” Below the caption is a scene of
Cain and Abel flanking Adam at the dinner
table in which Abel says, “For God’s goodness
I feel I should sacrifice a lamb from my flock
to him!” Cain, however, states, “Oh well, I can
offer him some of my fruit.” The next frame
depicts Cain watching Abel prepare his sacri-
fice, thinking, “I’ll not be outdone by my
brother.” The frame in which God’s choice is
conveyed begins with the following caption:
“God, looking into their hearts, commends
Abel but not Cain.…”

Here the point is that attitude matters and
that jealousy is the reason for God’s rejection
of Cain, and again the order in which the
brothers offer their sacrifices is reversed. An
interesting aspect of this Bible is the emphasis
on God’s ability to see into the brothers’
hearts, something noted specifically in the
caption, and underscored by visual represen-
tation of the brothers. Unlike The Comic Book
Bible, where the superiority of Abel is clear
visually, here the two brothers are, from the
beginning, virtually identical. The initial
frame of the story depicts them as young chil-
dren, Cain climbing a tree expressing his
desire to watch things grow when he grows
up, and Abel expressing his desire to be a
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complex 

cultural 

transactions.

Cain and Abel from Picture Stories from the Bible
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shepherd while on the ground petting a
sheep. All subsequent frames have the boys as
adults; they are thickly muscled, idealized,
and indistinguishable from each other, except
for the fact that Cain has a thin headband.
Their physical similarity serves to call atten-
tion to the fact that God (who, like the
comics’ reader, is privy to the characters’
thoughts) knows people’s hearts and is not
fooled by outward appearances.

Other choices in Picture Stories are also worth
noting. The first interaction between Cain and
God is presented here, but it is framed by
Cain “slinking” away, muttering jealous
words— something both visually depicted and
stated in a caption—and a running Cain shout-
ing, “You just wait.” Abel’s murder is here por-
trayed in more detail than in The Comic Book
Bible, in a frame with a caption reading, “They
came to a field and suddenly Cain attacked
and killed Abel…” Below the caption, Cain
has Abel in a headlock with one arm, while in
the other is a large stone ready to strike. The
actual moment of Abel’s murder is not shown
and the story quickly moves on. Picture Stories is
one of the few comic-book Bibles for children
to present the double-edged nature of God’s
second and final encounter with Cain. The
final frame of the story depicts a downcast
Cain protesting his punishment, particularly
his fear that being a “fugitive and a vagabond”
would get him killed, and a response from
God: “I shall set a mark upon you lest they do
this, and it shall be the brand of Cain.” The
brief explanation feels a bit more like an etiol-
ogy for the “brand of Cain” than an emphasis
on the idea that Cain is both punished and
protected. Furthermore, the protection by
God is necessary, given The Picture Bible’s choice
to narrate the story of Cain taking a wife and
becoming the father of Enoch. The inclusion
of this material drawn from Genesis 4:17 is
unique in the comic-book Bibles for children 
I examined.

A very different treatment of the story of
Cain and Abel can be found in the recent

Manga Bible series from Zondervan, which has
a volume dedicated to Genesis and Exodus
entitled, Names, Games, and the Long Road Trip.31

A more cartoony version clearly aiming at
humor, this Bible is much more self-conscious
in being a re-presentation of biblical stories
and is missing the somber tone of some of the
other versions. The Manga Bible lingers over the
events of Genesis 4:1–16, devoting to it thirty
frames over four-and-a-half pages (for compar-
ison, the much longer story of flood in Gene-
sis 6–9 gets only thirty-five frames over six
pages). Like The Comic Book Bible, The Manga
Bible makes the superiority of Abel visually
clear. Cain, drawn as an adult with angular
features and spiky hair, is an unhappy thug.
The first frame depicting Cain as an adult has
him reaping grain with a sickle while com-
plaining that “farming is too hard.…” The
much younger Abel, on the other hand, is a
cute kid with a round face and bowl haircut
who is introduced to the reader in a frame
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depicting him holding a small sheep saying,
“Sheep are so cute.” The only frames in which
Cain is smiling are those in which he is plan-
ning and carrying out his plan to kill his
brother, and believes he has tricked God by
hiding the body of the murdered Abel. Given
the clear visual labeling of Cain as a bad guy,
God’s preference for Abel’s sacrifice is not sur-
prising. Aside from the rather generic labelling
of Cain as a villain, the reason for God’s pref-
erence for Abel’s sacrifice is more narrowly
defined as Cain’s greed. Here the issue is not
necessarily the right attitude or what is in
one’s heart, but how much one gives to God:
Cain is shown reconsidering how much to
give to God as a sacrifice, finally offering a
minimal amount, after reasoning that he
couldn’t “give [God] an empty dish.” While
humor is clearly the aim, the message is clear:
Cain’s sacrifice was unacceptable in its quanti-
ty, not its quality.

The first interaction between Cain and God
immediately following the rejection of Cain’s

sacrifice is represented in The Manga Bible in four
frames that stand out for their more sophisticat-
ed use of the language of the comics medium—
motion or zip lines indicate Cain’s confusion at
the rejection of his sacrifice, sound effects indi-
cate his anger as he cracks his knuckles, and
finally God’s voice irrupts into a frame asking
Cain questions that are a paraphrase of Genesis
4: 6–7. Tired of being picked on, Cain decides
that God’s disfavor is Abel’s fault and begins to
plot his murder.

Here too, the violence of Cain’s murder is
presented more graphically than in The Comic
Book Bible, but it is still suggested rather than
shown. Four frames portray Cain luring Abel
out into a field, a fifth shows only the top of
Abel’s head while above him looms Cain with
a large rock in his hands. Finally, while The
Manga Bible does suggest that Cain is both
cursed and protected, it appears to be uncom-
fortable with God’s protection of Cain and
has him earn it with “tears of repentance.”

As translations, these Bibles are clearly on
the domesticating end of the spectrum, but
that is precisely the point. The stated goal of
these comics is, in some way or another, to
make the Bible accessible and fun for chil-
dren. Several aspects about how this is done
are worth noting. What is portrayed, includ-
ing how it is portrayed, is filtered through
contemporary beliefs about what is appropri-
ate for children. This includes the decision to
turn stories full of ambiguity into clear articu-
lations of contemporary morals. But since
what is deemed appropriate social behavior
varies, it is worth noting the different reasons
given for God’s refusal to accept Cain’s sacri-
fice. Both The Comic Book Bible and Picture Stories
emphasize Cain’s lack of appropriate attitude
and jealousy, while The Manga Bible highlights
Cain’s laziness and, in particular, his greed—
he simply did not give enough. Particular
details may differ, but that these Bibles serve
to reify contemporary values and morals
places them squarely within the long tradition
of children’s Bibles.32

The words

ascribed 

to the brothers

emphasize the

importance

of the proper

attitude during

worship.

Cain and Abel from The Manga Bible
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The visual aspects of how the biblical stories
are represented are also clearly shaped by the
concerns of the contemporary target culture.
The fact that almost all comic-book Bibles are in
color says something about the younger audi-
ence these publications are targeting. Historical-
ly, most comics are in black and white. The
exceptions are the more recent publications,
including The Manga Bible series by Zondervan,
which appear to be designed specifically to
appeal to readers already interested in the
comics medium. One could argue that giving all
of the biblical characters some measure of rec-
ognizable ancient clothing represents a for-
eignization of sorts, highlighting the distance
between the biblical and our contemporary
worlds. The effect, however, is one of domesti-
cation, as the “foreign” or ancient clothing
works along the lines of contemporary notions
of what is ancient or primitive (much like the
elaborate sets of the “sword and sandal” films
produced by Hollywood). Furthermore, all bib-
lical characters are portrayed as recognizably
white, despite the fact that in detail they range
from fairly detailed to relatively abstract.33

This last point is worth elaborating. When it
comes to the use of the comics medium, my
initial judgment was that these comics are not
very good—at the very least they do not repre-
sent a very sophisticated use of the comics
medium. This is less applicable to the more
recent publications that appear to be much
more aware of, and willing to make use of, the
lexicon of the medium. Of the comic-book
Bibles discussed above, I would highlight The
Manga Bible as the most sophisticated. But even
the rather simplistic art of the others can have
a particular function in the comics medium.
McCloud argues that one of the key aspects of
good comics art is identification on behalf of
the reader with particular narrative characters.
Identification, something that is also a part of
exclusively textual narratives, is complicated in
this case by the fact that typically comics rep-
resent people visually, and not all of us look
the same. He argues that the more specific and

detailed a representation of a particular person
becomes, the fewer the number of people who
can readily identify with the character.34

Applied to comic-book Bibles, it might be
argued that the rather simplistic art functions as
a way of allowing greater identification. This
does not necessarily work for Picture Stories,
where the decision to render Cain and Abel in
identical, adult, hyper-masculine bodies and
fairly detailed facial features does not facilitate
identification. If anything, Cain and Abel repre-
sent a distant, idealized past. As I noted above,
that the brothers are nearly indistinguishable
also underscores the point that God knows
people’s hearts and that proper attitude is what
determined God’s preference of Abel over Cain.
Identification is key, however, in the other two
comic-book Bibles, where the character of Abel
is much younger and drawn more simply or
even abstractly than his brother. In The Manga
Bible, for example, the character of Abel is a
cute, somewhat generic good kid, while the
character of Cain is so wholly other, so mon-
strous, that any possible sympathy, let alone
identification, is made impossible.

Critiquing the Illustrated Bible Tradition 
by Illustrating the Bible
Because Bibles for children, including illustrated
or picture Bibles, are for the most part produced
for didactic purposes, they tend to follow fairly
consistent patterns in the stories they select and
how these stories are presented. The Brick Testa-
ment, Smith’s ongoing web-design project illus-
trating biblical stories using only photographed
LEGO blocks, can be read as a critique of this
tradition. Begun in 2001, by 2003 the site had
received enough interest to lead to the publica-
tion of a coffee table book entitled The Brick Tes-
tament: Stories from the Book of Genesis. Smith
published two more books in 2004 and has
continued to add scenes to his online site. The
website, which is my focus here, now has illus-
trations for much of the Bible.35

While Smith notes that his images are
often used in church settings for educational
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purposes, the critical, if not satirical, edge of
his project is readily apparent. What is of
interest here is how this critique is carried
out. The Brick Testament inhabits a carefully
negotiated space at the intersection of a num-
ber of genres, styles, and sensibilities. Part
comic book, part Bible illustration, part pho-
tography, part interactive online experience,
Smith intentionally plays off of the conven-
tions of all of these genres and media. But he
plays with these conventions, particularly
those of the comics medium, in ways that
highlight the cultural otherness, occasional
oddity, violence, and clearly “adult”-themed
content of much of the Bible. It is, in a way, a
sustained project of “foreignization.”

I take two of its central ideas to be a cri-
tique of literal readings of the Bible and an
emphasis on the otherness or foreignness of
the Bible. Smith critiques literal readings of
the Bible by adhering to a strict literalism
himself. In every frame the image is accom-
panied by the text being illustrated, effective-
ly functioning as a caption. This can be read
as a desire to follow scripture closely; indeed,
Smith claims that his illustrations remain

“true to the text of the scrip-
tures.”36 In most frames, however,
this literalism creates a redundan-
cy that effectively stilts the nar-
rative. Because the comics
language depends on both a tex-
tual and visual register, in this
medium adaptations of biblical
narrative that keep much or most
of the wording of a biblical
account are rare.37

In The Brick Testament’s version of
the Cain and Abel story, the
encounter between God and Cain
immediately after the murder
begins with a frame illustrating the
following part of Genesis 4:9: “Yah-
weh said to Cain, ‘Where is your
brother Abel?’ ‘I don’t know,’ he
replied.” In the illustration above

the text, the dialogue is placed in word balloons,
thus reproducing it twice on the page (see illus-
tration, opposite).38 The effect of this redundan-
cy is magnified in the remaining frames, which
reproduce the final encounter between Cain and
God almost in its entirety, including instances of
rather lengthy speech by God. The end result is
humorous in part because of its clumsiness and
redundancy. As comics narrative, however, it is
awkward, if not just plain bad. But because Smith
is presumably carrying out a narrative illustration
that is “faithful” to the text of the Bible, the ulti-
mate source of the awkwardness, then, is pre-
sumably the Bible itself.

Smith also appears to delight in capturing
those places where this literalism produces
surprising, odd, or humorous results. Such is
the case in his illustration of Genesis 9:28–29.
Smith illustrates the majority of these two
verses, which note the years that Noah lived
after the flood and the total number of years
he lived, in one frame in which Noah and his
wife stand next to each other holding hands.
The next frame illustrates the words, “And he
died,” in a scene in which Noah is lying on
his back while his wife, still standing, looks
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Cain, drawn 

as an adult 

with angular

features 

and spiky hair, 

is an unhappy

thug.

down on him. Literalism followed to absurd
ends can also be seen in Smith’s illustration of
Mary’s hymn of praise in Luke 1:46–55. Smith
illustrates each of the attributes ascribed by
Mary to God. The words, “He has scattered
the proud and arrogant,” he illustrates with an
image of God shooing a number of people
away; “He has cast down rulers from their
thrones,” he illustrates with an image of God
throwing a king off a chair; and that God “has
raised up the lowly,” is accompanied by an
image of God holding three men with tat-
tered clothing above his head. By following
literalism to a fault, Smith is able to highlight
just how much typical translations (and illus-
trations) do to make the text intelligible in
our contemporary contexts.

The emphasis of The Brick Testament on what
might be called the otherness of the Bible
itself comes through in its retelling of the
Cain and Abel story. Where most comic-
book Bibles work hard to make the story rele-
vant to contemporary sensibilities,
particularly along the lines of what is deemed
acceptable for children, The Brick Testament
seems to push in the opposite direction. By
the mid-twentieth century, traces of sexuality
were removed not just in Bibles for children
but in children’s literature more generally39.
Accordingly, direct representations of Adam’s
“knowledge” of Eve, and her subsequent con-
ception of Cain, in Genesis 4:1 are usually
avoided in Bibles for children.

Smith, however, begins by sidestepping the
euphemism of Genesis 4:1, preferring to
depict the first couple having sex.40 As noted
above, the violence in the story is typically
omitted or downplayed in children’s Bibles;
however, The Brick Testament focuses on it. The
text of Genesis 4:8 is, “Cain said to his broth-
er Abel, ‘Let us go out to the field.’ And when
they were in the field, Cain rose up against
his brother Abel, and killed him” (NRSV).
Smith illustrates this one verse over three
frames, the first depicting Cain asking Abel to
join him in the field while concealing a knife,

the second showing Cain attacking Abel, and
the third, corresponding to the text “And he
killed him,” showing the slain Abel in a pool
of blood (represented by blocks of translucent
red LEGOS). Not only does Smith depict the
primeval epic’s first murder, but he seems to
linger on the violence of the narrative.

What remains of the story is told in seven
frames, all of which portray the final
encounter between Cain and God. In four of
the seven, the slain body of Abel is visible in
the background.41 The ambiguity in the story,
both in God’s preference for Abel’s sacrifice
and the double nature of the mark given to
Cain, is kept. This is due, in part, because
Smith has chosen to illustrate almost all of
Genesis 4:1–16. But it is worth noting that
the interpretive difficulties of the ambiguity
suit Smith’s agenda well.

Judged in terms of the conventional appli-
cation of the comics medium, Smith’s transla-
tion of the Bible is a bad one—but
intentionally so. What aspects of comics he
appropriates, he appears purposefully to use
ineffectively—the redundancy of the captions
and the text in the word bubbles, for exam-
ple—in order to highlight the otherness of the
Bible. He uses the aesthetics of the medium to
illustrate that, if followed closely, the Bible
itself is very different from what one expects.
He consistently highlights instances of sex
and violence in the Bible, but he also illus-
trates non-narrative material not typically part
of the tradition of children’s Bibles.42 The
legal materials in the Hebrew Bible do not
translate well into comics narrative, but they
do give Smith the opportunity to illustrate an
instance of bestiality.43 Smith’s project appears
designed to force people to take a look at
what is really in the Bible. And the shock
value of much of The Brick Testament depends
on fairly stable patterns in the presentation of
the Bible for children. This is emphasized by
the choice of a medium often associated with
children and the use of LEGO blocks.

The Brick Testament can be fairly viewed as
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an extended project of foreignization in the
sense that Smith is able “to signify the lin-
guistic and cultural difference of the foreign
text”44—in this case the Bible. But the thrust
of Smith’s project is a reaction to contempo-
rary translations, retellings, and interpreta-
tions of the Bible that he feels have misrep -
resented what is in it. This reaction is a
domestication in its own right, because the
force of the critique, the oddity and other-
ness he is trying to point out in the Bible,
depend on contemporary assumptions of
what is culturally acceptable and normative,
what is odd, and weird. It depends also on
the absence of context.

Conclusion
The Brick Testament is at times very funny,
smart, and even insightful in some of its cri-
tique. At its best, Smith effectively highlights
how much modern translators/interpreters
have to do to make the Bible intelligible and

applicable in contemporary contexts. And
Smith is right, too, in pointing out the adult-
themed content of much of the Bible. That
the Bible is not a children’s book is clear 
to anyone who has wrestled with telling some
of its stories to astute, young interpreters. 
A recent reminder of this came as I read one
of the comic-book Bibles I studied for this
project with my five-year-old daughter and 
I found myself trying to explain why Jesus
could throw tables in the Temple when he
was angry, but she couldn’t. Smith is right, of
course; the Bible is not a children’s book, but
here I sympathize with the attempts of the
comics and other children’s Bibles to present
some of these stories to children in interesting
ways. The problem, for me, comes in the
claims to accuracy and fidelity. Given the
authority of the Bible in many contemporary
settings, these claims are probably rhetorically
expedient, but ultimately not very helpful—
translation is far too complex a phenomenon
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for that. So is there a place for comic-book
Bibles for children? In my judgment there cer-
tainly is. But perhaps The Brick Testament is
reflecting frustration with the fact that for
many the Bible is not allowed to grow up. n
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GraceLink Unchained | BY BONNIE DWYER

DISCUSSED | GraceLink, Sabbath School, children’s curriculum

T
he year was 1989. Noelene Johnsson was
interviewing for a position in the North
American Division Children’s Ministries
Department. What they wanted, she

learned, was a new curriculum for children’s Sabbath
School, so with her hiring she became swept up in one
of the church’s largest Sabbath School curriculum devel-
opment projects for children. 

A lot of people wanted to do something about it, she
recalls. They were dreaming of what it could be. Because of
his work with the Valuegenesis study of Adventist young

people, they got Bailey Gillespie involved, as well as Stu
Tyner, to develop the curriculum overview. Later the Gen-
eral Conference brought Pat Habada on board to coordi-
nate the development of materials for the world church.
They brought together forty people from around the
world, from every division, for a consultation session in
England, because once adopted, the material would be used
in all divisions. They started right at the beginning, study-
ing character development, and how children learn. They
went at a snail’s pace as they discussed different learning
styles and the emotional needs of children that go along
with learning. Consideration was given to not just the Bib-
lical lesson, but to how the whole hour of Sabbath School
should be spent. There needed to be a basic plan for reli-
gious education incorporated into the curriculum.

From the onset, grace was the key experience they
wanted for the children. After all, the Bible is the story of
grace from the Old Testament forward to Jesus’ second
coming. He is coming to demonstrate grace. He died as a
defining act of grace. Grace is embodied in Jesus. Every 
lesson should be about grace.

Of course, it is one thing to tell a story, but another
to say why a story is in the Bible. Where is grace in any
particular story? Once you have seen grace and thought
about what it means, the natural response is to worship.
Worship is not only singing, praising, and praying; 
worship is also obedience to God and living His way.
Grace is not just received; it is meant to be shared with
others within the body of Christ (Community) as well
as others outside our faith community (Service). These
became the core concepts of the curriculum that was
given the name GraceLink:

Grace (Jesus loves me)
Worship (I love Jesus)
Community (We love each other)
Service (We love you too).
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Editors chose this whimsical
style art by Kim Justinen 
for the early edition of the
Primary GraceLink lessons.
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With the core concepts in place, an interna-
tional group of writers was identified and
assigned lessons. The work began of putting on
paper a twelve-year curriculum composed of 624
lessons, all to be firmly grounded in Scripture.
According to the description of the curriculum
on the church’s web site, “Because each lesson
centers on a single message, each telling of a
Bible story is focused .…This is a thematic cur-
riculum, only one teaching point is made at a
time from a specific Bible story.” And everything
in the program on a given Sabbath centers
around that message. The songs, activities, and
crafts are all assembled to reinforce the message
in the Bible story lesson. So, in addition to the
writing of the Bible stories, ideas and suggestions
for songs and activities to expand upon the les-
son were assembled for the teachers’ edition.
Emphasis was given to experiencing a concept,
active learning. Just presenting the facts of a
story was not enough. Of course, the writers also
needed to keep in mind the age of the children
for whom they were writing. 

Next, the Biblical Research Institute reviewed
the lessons for theological soundness, making

sure that virtually every Adventist doctrine was
taught at some point during the twelve-year 
curriculum. “Even very young children learn of 
baptism by immersion, the state of the dead, the
Sabbath, and other essential doctrines in an age-
appropriate manner. These and others are taught
through stories in coherent thematic clusters and
reinforced through activities during the Sabbath
School hour. The bedrock Adventist message is
taught at every level with the most effective
methods of instruction,” according to the official
description of the curriculum. 

Meanwhile, at the Review and Herald and
Pacific Press publishing houses, work began on
illustrations. Cutting-edge artists were hired to
give the new material an age-appropriate con-
temporary look. However, hand-drawing all the
needed illustrations soon overwhelmed them.
With at least two illustrations for each of the
624 lessons, there was a lot of drawing to be

done. The Review turned to the Justinens, artists
whom had a proven track record of delivering.

Kim Justinen took on the GraceLink assign-
ment for the primary age. She was known for
having many illustration styles but the com-
mittee went with a whimsical look. She drew
the Biblical characters with Middle Eastern-
type features, similar to those in Disney’s
“Prince of Egypt” telling of the Biblical story

Left: Primary
GraceLink art by
Kim Justinen show-
casing her revised,
more realistic style.
Below: Junior
GraceLink art creat-
ed by GoodSalt’s
Lars Justinen and
Steve Creitz, illus-
trating a gritty,
realistic style. 
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of Joseph. With computer drawing software to
assist, she was able to produce the large num-
ber of illustrations needed in a timely manner.
About one-third of the way through the proj-
ect the editors asked her to make the artwork
more realistic. Then, later, when the first illus-
trations were to be reprinted in the four-year
cycle, they asked her to go into the first few
quarters and make some of that artwork more
realistic, too. And she complied.

At the beginning no one realized how much
work would be required, Johnsson says. The
entire project stretched out over a ten-year peri-
od. Finally, the General Conference turned it
over to the world divisions and those in chil-
dren’s ministries. It became their responsibility to
show teachers how to use the new curriculum,
because it required a new approach to teaching.
The divisions also invested in the translation of
the materials into the languages appropriate for
their division. The editors continued to find new
ways to present the material, too. Animated
videos of the lessons were produced and put on
YouTube. A Sabbath School app was eventually
developed. Teachers could compose their own
felt-board illustrations on the computer. 

By 2000, when the lessons were finally
appearing in Sabbath School classrooms
around the world, the church—through its
divisions and their unions, conferences, and
publishing houses—had a huge multi-million
dollar investment in the project. 

In the churches, some teachers loved the
material. It packaged everything needed to pro-
duce a lively weekly program of songs, Bible sto-
ries, and activities that all pointed to a single
lesson. No longer were children just being talked
at, they were actively involved in the Sabbath
School program. 

Other teachers missed the old way of doing
things. They liked the Harry Anderson-style
illustrations that had been the staple of past
times. They wanted a stronger emphasis on
Adventist doctrines. They didn’t like the name
GraceLink. And they complained loudly to the
General Conference. 

Johnsson says at first she took the brunt of
people not wanting to adopt the new lessons.
She felt the materials were so right for the kids,
she didn’t mind taking credit for its development
and approach.

A major complaint centered on the illustra-
tions. Those who disliked the whimsical style
would often quote Ellen White’s statement in
Publishing Ministry (217) “The illustrations I
could not possibly accept under any considera-
tion. Some of them look as if prepared for a
comic almanac.” 

Kim Justinen points out, however, that it is
clear from the context that Mrs. White is refer-
ring to illustrations being prepared for her latest
adult book. “The effort to somehow connect this
to children’s illustrations is a stretch.”

As a frequent illustrator of children’s materials,
she notes “Words and pictures share the same
principles when discussing what is appropriate
for children. If an adult realism style is the only
appropriate approach for children’s pictures, then
it follows that people who write or speak to chil-
dren should only speak in the words they would
use speaking to adults. Of course we would rec-
ognize that is a nonsensical stand to take. We all
know that we speak differently to primary age
children than we do to adults.” 

For her defense of stylized art, she turns to
the Bible. “If there is something inherently
wrong with any art that is not realistic, why did
God direct Moses to have the hem of the priest’s
robes embroidered with scarlet, purple, and blue
pomegranates? There are no blue pomegranates
in nature. Or, why does the Bible state, “… the
mountains and the hills shall break forth before
you into singing: and all the trees of the fields
shall clap their hands.” (Is. 55:12)

There was some talk of abandoning the cur-
riculum. Instead, in 2005 a General Conference
task force, headed by Vice President Ella Sim-
mons, was put in place to review it and make
recommendations. The editors for the curriculum
began addressing the complaints. Because some
had said that Adventist doctrines were not cov-
ered, Gary Swanson, the associate director of the
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Sabbath School Department, went through every single
lesson evaluating whether or not the twenty-eight funda-
mental beliefs were covered. At the conclusion of his
review, he found that two of the beliefs were not covered
adequately, so he set in motion a rewrite to add them.

Regarding the style of illustrations, differentiation
between the age levels was put into place. The Junior les-
sons were illustrated with a realistic style, and some of
those illustrations now hang in the lobby of the General
Conference building. The complete list of changes was
being phased in and were due to be completed by 2018.

With the election in 2015 of new leaders for the Sab-
bath School Department, however, all that changed. At the
spring 2016 Advisory session for Children’s Ministries, the
department directors from around the world were informed
that a totally new curriculum is in the works. Surprised,
many expressed their appreciation for GraceLink and
requested that it not be abandoned. 

Their wishes were not shared with the ADCOM Com-
mittee that voted later that week to institute the new cur-
riculum, beginning in 2018. (GraceLink materials for 2017
are already being printed.) An article immediately appeared
in the Adventist Review announcing the change, and the
comments on the Review web site following the article were
split between the defenders of Adventist orthodoxy and
defenders of GraceLink. However, the most critical com-
ment was initially posted on the Review website, only to be
taken down shortly thereafter. Within the General Confer-
ence building, the change created a ruckus among those
who had worked to create and refine GraceLink.

GraceLink quarterlies will continue to be distributed
while awaiting the new curriculum. In the meantime, those
who are unhappy with GraceLink most likely will continue
to turn to the “My Bible First” curriculum developed in
2000 by Dr. Phil and Sherry Mills. According to a story in
Inside AST (Summer 2008), when a Buddhist family began
attending their church in the Kansas-Nebraska Conference,
Sherry realized that the children had unique needs not
being met by the limited materials available for Sabbath
School. After attending an ASI Convention, she decided to
pursue as her ministry the task of producing materials about
the Bible for children. She turned to her mother, Amy
Sherrard, a retired missionary, for help. Amy had assisted in
the development of a child evangelism program and writ-
ten children’s Bible stories in the past. For illustrations,
Sherry turned to a childhood collection of old pictures

given to her by her grandmother and supplemented with
pictures from collections of royalty-free illustrations. Other
members of the family helped, and soon a three-year cur-
riculum for primary age children was complete. These are
the lessons that are pointed to as an example of what the
new curriculum will be like.

Only a new logo was shared with the children’s min-
istries directors—an open Bible in the background over
which there is superimposed a large hand reaching
down to meet a small hand reaching up. Whether there
is time for the input from other Divisions that was so
crucial to the development of GraceLink remains to be
seen. The announced roll-out date of 2018 has already
been pushed back to 2019.

Dale Galusha, president of Pacific Press, says “In today’s
world, churches and families want more options. Expecting
one curriculum to meet the needs of all church members in
a 19-million-member church—from PhDs to those in
developing countries who have been church members for
three months—is a stretch. Multiple curricula do not scare
me, but if we are going to have them, it's better to have
them under the umbrella of the church, in my opinion.”

Division Children’s Ministries Directors are not so
sure about multiple curricula, given the costs and train-
ing involved.

Another question that has not been addressed publically
is what happens to all the GraceLink materials that have
been developed over the years? They represent a multi-
million-dollar investment that could have significant value
in the world of Christian publishing where materials 
for children are a large market. Is that investment simply
being discarded?

Historically, Adventists have invested heavily in lavish
Biblical materials for children, as exemplified by the ten
volume The Bible Story books by Arthur S. Maxwell. Those
books served the church well, and became the backbone of
the colporteur system of book distribution.

Will the next curriculum meet the high educational
and illustrative standards of the past? How much will it
cost? Will it take longer than three years to produce?
And what will happen in 2020 when there is the chance
that new leaders could be elected to the Sabbath School
Department? n

Bonnie Dwyer is editor of Spectrum magazine.
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Interview: The Story Behind the Bible Felts | BY ALITA BYRD

DISCUSSED | Betty Lukens, felt boards, Sabbath School, bible stories

D
o you remember the felt board from
your childhood Sabbath School? Betty
Lukens has been creating felts to illus-
trate Bible stories for children for over

sixty years, and still ships the sets all over the world. In
this interview, she explains the genesis of the felt stories
and how they have evolved over time.

Question: Generations of kids have grown up learning Bible stories
from felt characters placed on felt boards, made by Betty Lukens.
How did the Betty Lukens felts come to be? Can you tell us the
story? Did it all start with your mother?

Answer: Yes, the original concept of creating a visual
aid for teaching the Bible stories started with my
mother, Marie Lukens, over sixty years ago. She was
very much involved with teaching children about
Jesus, and in teaching Sabbath School. One day she
said to me, “I am going to create a set that illustrates
every story in the Bible.” And to make a long story
short—we did. 

There were days and weeks and months of creating
artwork and writing the stories and cataloguing the
pieces into a set. The set evolved over time as well. We
now have beautiful colors and detail in the felt pieces
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that have come with newer technology in our
manufacturing process; the original felt sets
were very plain-looking. In the end, we have
one of the best visual-aid resources you can
find for teaching Bible stories to children in a
classroom or home setting. We have people
that call in to buy a felt set and will tell us
they remember using the felts at church when
they were younger, and now they want them
to teach their children.

Question: The Through the Bible felt set contains
600 figures and objects and can be used to tell hundreds
of Bible stories from the Old and New Testaments. How
many of these sets do you sell around the world every
year? How many have been sold overall?

Answer: The set containing 600 figures is the
complete Bible in felt, which tells 182 lessons
from Genesis to Revelation. We sell around
1,000 sets each year, to locations all over the
world. As far as how many sold overall, that
number would be a guess—maybe 20,000 sets
in total?

Question: And so the Bible felts have changed over
time?

Answer: There was one major revision about
twenty-five years ago where we updated the
stories and improved and added some felt fig-
ures. But for the last twenty-five years, the set
has seen very few changes. We have added
some different scenes and backgrounds, but
the original 600 pieces have remained virtually
unchanged. So much planning and detail went
into creating the set that it really hasn’t need-
ed much improvement as time has passed.

Question: How did the images in the felts originate?
Who drew them?

Answer: We worked mainly with two different
artists: Clyde Provansha and Jim Arribito.  

Question: Where are the felts manufactured?

Answer: We do our manufacturing in California,
not too far from where we started many years ago.

Question: The felts are still sold on a “sheet” and must
be cut out, correct? Isn’t that a time-consuming process
for customers? Could this change at some point?

Answer: Yes, we compare the cutting of felt to
an act of love. The best way to create the
bright and colorful colors is using a complex
printing process. We have to use a large sheet
of felt during that process—we cannot print
the pieces individually. Pre-cutting the felt sets
has been a topic of conversation in our office
for many years now. We will hopefully find
the right type of technology that will help us
do this one day in the near future.

Question: You also sell some non-Bible story felts,
such as farm animals, dolls that can be dressed up, the
planets, and other educational items. Who designed these
felts? How long have they been available?

Answer: All of these sets were designed and
created by me, using different artists over
time. We have been selling these other educa-
tional items for about 12–15 years now.

You are 

never retired 

if you are 

doing the 

Lord’s work.
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Question: And you also sell some felts that represent
early Adventist history? 

Answer: Yes, there is a set for Ellen White,
and we also have a set that teaches Daniel and
Revelation.

Question: Are most customers Adventist? Or are the
felts just as popular among other Bible-believing Chris-
tians? Do you market to other churches?

Answer: The stories, especially children’s sto-
ries, from the Bible are popular among most
Bible-believing Christian churches.  We sell
many sets to interdenominational churches, as
well as Adventist churches.

Question: Are felts becoming less popular as teachers
and parents have greater access to other resources online,
etc? Have sales decreased over time?

Answer: Yes and no. We have seen technology
change our culture here in America in a dramat-
ic way in the last 10–20 years.  You can now

obtain a copy of the Bible on your cell phone,
which you carry around with you at all times. 

There is definitely a group of people that
view felts as old–fashioned and an old technol-
ogy, but not as many as you would think. You
can use a computer screen to show an anima-
tion of figures, but it is not a direct replacement
for something you can hold and touch and feel.
Children are still fascinated by felts, and they
love to hold them and play with them.

Also, the internet has transformed the reach
we now have. We are selling more sets inter-
nationally than ever before. Most people
around the world have access to the internet,
and therefore they can view our products
online and order them in that format.

Question: Where are the felts most popular?

Answer: We sell felt Bible sets to all corners of
the world. We still sell more sets in the Unit-
ed States than internationally, but there are
many that ship to Europe, South America,
Canada, Australia, and some into Asia.
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felt characters
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Question: What are your goals for the Betty Lukens
felt company? What does the future hold?

Answer: Only the Lord truly knows the
answer to this question. I want to continue
following his plan for my life. I hope to con-
tinue manufacturing materials that will teach
children about Jesus—the same mission my
mother had over sixty years ago. She was a
great woman, and the Lord did an amazing
work through her that I want to continue.

Question: I understand you are semi-retired. What
are your plans?

Answer: You are never retired if you are doing
the Lord’s work. I am spending a little less time
in the office these days, but I want to focus
more on missions—working with people to get
these felt sets into the hands of people around
the world in remote areas. I want to make sure
they reach people who have the desire to teach
children about Jesus, but not the resources. n

The Betty Lukens company is located in Palm Desert, in

southern California.

Alita Byrd is a member of the Spectrum web team, and is

a freelance writer from Dublin, Ireland.
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House church folks share a
meal together in our kitchen.
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House Church | BY SOMER GEORGE

DISCUSSED | community, house church, testimony, worship

O
n Sabbath morning I’m up early,
baking oatmeal, straightening
couch pillows, lighting candles. I
haven’t always looked forward to

church, but now it anchors my week. I know
that at 11:00, the door will open and the church
will pour into our home, bringing food and
laughter and maybe some tears. And while I
might feel some stress about the crumbs on the
floor or the well-worn furniture, I know that
once the people come, my mind will be filled
with things far more important.

The first to arrive are three young women,
ages seventeen to twenty-three. I’ve known one
of them since she was born, connecting off and
on over the years. She’s had her share of strug-
gles—at home, at church, and most recently in
her family’s reaction to her having a girlfriend.
About a year ago she tentatively began attending
our house church, questioning God while des-

perately wanting to find Him. And she stayed,
bringing her girlfriend with her. 

Her girlfriend grew up in a non-religious
home and knew little of Jesus, the Bible, or the
ideas that we so often talk of. With her caring
and open heart, especially for our children, we
all fell a little bit in love with her. And she
stayed, bringing her younger sister with her.

Her sister, a senior in high school, showed up:
curious, bold, and full of life. She came that first
time, that forty-five-minute drive to be here, and
then again the next week and the next. She had
found a home. And she stayed.

A young couple arrives, carrying a griddle and
pancake mix. They had begun feeling disillu-
sioned with church and often found other ways
to fill their Sabbaths. Yet they longed for a com-
munity, a safe place to explore and to share and
to grow. After visiting off and on for several
months, they decided to make this their church,
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and then began to open up their own home for
our gatherings. And they stayed.

The door opens again. It’s my brother and his
children. He is one of the co-leaders, skilled in
leading music, or Bible studies, or children’s sto-
ries, or just about anything else our untraditional
congregation requires. He and his wife usually
host our church at their home. Their quiet calm-
ing presence and welcoming home has enveloped
us again and again. Another couple, also core

members from the beginning, burst in the door,
kids in tow. She has provided inspiration and
depth both to our activities and our conversa-
tions, encouraging us to find a real God in the
everyday moments of life. He brings a quiet
observance, with bursts of enthusiasm and insight
about God, as well as his skill on the ukulele.

Those staying in our home wander upstairs: my
in-laws visiting for a week, and our adopted
daughter and her husband and kids who have
moved here to start a new life after years of drug
addiction. Being part of house church has become
part of their begin-again life. My mom comes
today also. Her grandchildren run to her, vying
for a spot on her lap. And everyone brings food. 

Soon the counter is full, and someone is
flipping pancakes on the griddle while we sit
down and begin to sing. It’s a mix of songs—
old hymns, praise songs, contemporary Chris-
tian, children’s songs complete with hand

motions. People sit on couches, chairs, pil-
lows, and stools. It is far from polished, but
certainly feels sincere. Guitars are passed
around. Someone plays the piano. We even
have a ukulele and a bongo drum.

Every week, one of the young women
requests the song “Oceans.” And the words are
our prayer, my prayer: “Spirit lead me where my trust
is without borders, let me walk upon the waters, wherever
You would call me. Take me deeper than my feet could ever

wander. And my faith will be made stronger, in the presence
of my Savior.” The words wash over us all. And
then we laugh as we try to figure out the next
part of the song. This happens every week, and
yet there is something comfortable and familiar
about its imperfection. We are nothing here, if
not imperfect.

Finally, we wind down the singing and
prayer, aware that we started later than
planned and people are getting hungry. Often
we spend this early part of the day sharing our
weeks and our walks with God, and study the
Bible in the afternoon, but our leader for this
month (we rotate responsibilities) has decided
to mix it up a bit. She has each of the children
read some verses from Matthew, and asks them
questions about it. It is intended as a story for
the children, but the adults can’t help but jump
in and discuss it too. There is energy in the
room as we read and ponder together. And
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though we have to cut the conversation short
for the sake of time (and restless kids), we take
a few moments to apply it to our lives. We are
all left with the awareness that there is much
more still to study and understand. Most of us
are used to sitting with the complicated—with
the questions. We take prayer requests and
pray for each other’s concerns, thanking God
for His presence and for the invitation He
extends to us all. And then it is time to eat. 

Today is one of our favorites, breakfast foods.
There are pancakes and waffles with a wide array of
toppings, baked oatmeal, apple crisp, and scram-
bled eggs. The kitchen and living room space are
small, but everyone manages to get their food
and find a place to sit or stand. The noise level is
high; someone is playing the piano, people are
talking, children running in and out. I stop for a
moment and just watch. I want to take a picture
to capture this. This chaos. This joy. This com-
munity. I think back to last week, one of my rare
visits to “regular church.” While I know that
many find what they need there, I am acutely
aware that without house church, I don’t know
where I would be. This is life-giving and full and 
I am infinitely grateful for it. 

That’s not to say that it has been easy. This
church community did not happen overnight,
and there have been times when we all doubt-
ed if it would continue. And yet even in our

doubts we all needed it to continue, so we
pressed on, believing that God was in our
midst and leading somewhere. 

For years my friends and I had longed for a
deeper spiritual experience, similar to one
many of us had years before when we worked
together at a summer day-camp. We wanted
to go deeper with God and one another. We
wanted to grow and learn. We were tired of
the status quo, hollow traditions, and the cer-

tainty with which questions were answered
and judgements were made. 

Some of us started Bible studies and taught
Sabbath School. We joined small groups and led
song service. We got involved in outreach proj-
ects and VBS, but something still seemed to be
missing. With young children and busy lives it
was hard to maintain something when the heart
just wasn’t in it. Plus, our world views were shift-
ing; we were questioning things we had always
been told, and sometimes it felt that there just
wasn’t room for that in our churches. 

Despite our struggles, we were not ready to
leave the church either. Each of us valued the
connection we had to the worldwide church and
the community that church provided, as well as
the many shared values and beliefs. And thus we
each struggled with this personal dichotomy.

When the opportunity came for a friend from
seminary to come to our area and facilitate a
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house church plant, we were ready to jump in.
There were others interested as well. Everyone
had their own reasons, but for our group it was
twofold—we knew there were so many around us
that wouldn’t show up to a church building, 
but were in desperate need of community and a
spiritual home; we also wanted that experience
for ourselves and our families as well. 

After some meetings, discussions, training,
and a weekend retreat, four house churches were

born. Each had four to six adult core members
who divided responsibilities for hosting, leading,
and facilitating the church experience. We began
with an “incubation period” where we met once a
month, and then twice a month, as we transi-
tioned out of our traditional churches, and into
this new way of being church. We met together
as a team to talk about how to structure our time
together. After several months of preparation,
trial and error, and many conversations and
prayers, we settled into a tentative routine,
which continued to evolve. 

Our previous churches were not happy to
see us leave, although some individuals seemed
to understand the value of this venture. At
times we felt that people were looking nega-
tively at us, as if we had “left the church.” Yet
for some of us this was the very thing that
kept us from “leaving” the church. 

One thing was clear to us all; we genuinely

enjoyed gathering as a church now and no one
wanted to miss out. We were there because we
wanted to be, not out of obligation, and for
some of us, this was an important change.

In those early months and through the first
year, there were many ups and downs. Our
group had the advantage of having been friends
before and shared similarities in our preferences
and styles. Other house churches struggled more
to blend personalities and approaches, and while

new ones were birthed, others decided to return
to a traditional church setting. 

Our group plugged away. We met outside
and inside, in homes and at parks. We tried
studying a specific book, or a topic. We
focused on the children, and we let them go
play. We sang a lot some weeks and hardly 
at all on others. Occasionally there were inter-
personal challenges that had to be worked
through, other times we wondered what the
point was of all this. 

Sometimes there were six of us, other times
fifteen or twenty. One member began an out-
reach to a local low-income apartment com-
plex, and we were energized as we began to
meet new people. And we were all tired.
Sometimes we missed going to church and sit-
ting in a pew without having to do anything.
Other times we felt blessed beyond what we
would have imagined and relieved to have a
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safe place to share our experiences with one
another and grow in our spiritual walk. Some-
times we felt awed with the work that God
was doing, and other times felt discouraged
that nothing seemed to be happening.

We asked ourselves the hard questions, “Why
are we doing this? Are we doing enough? How
can we disciple people? How do we get people
to come? Do we even want more people to
come? Do we need to be more structured? Less

structured? Are the kids getting what they need?
Should we be teaching doctrine or is it OK to
just focus on inductive Bible study and discus-
sion?” The questions really were endless, and of
course they continue still with new ones arising.

The relationship with the conference and the
local church was complicated at the beginning.
It began with the local church paying part of the
house church pastor’s salary, but eventually it
made sense for him to be employed as a third
pastor at the local church, with the task of “over-
seeing” outreach, which includes house churches.
We are still members of our local church and are
encouraged to pay our tithe there. 

We have thus far had a great deal of autonomy
and space to make decisions and choices about
how we operate. Every other month our house
church pastor organizes a Sabbath “network”
gathering, where all the house churches (now five,
including one Spanish-speaking, and one Eritrean)

come together and worship. This gathering is
often more traditional, with song service, a chil-
dren’s story and a sermon. Then we share a meal
and mingle together with others who are also
committed to doing church in a new way, albeit
more or less traditional than our own. These
meetings each have a flavor of their own, often
differing significantly from one month to the next.

Back at our own little gathering this week,
we reconvene after lunch, sitting around the

living room, waiting for our afternoon time to
begin. Our facilitator is sitting on a kitchen
chair, in jeans and sweater, several notebooks
on her lap. She begins to talk, and we all grow
silent. She tells us that she has been thinking
this week about the fact that everyone has a
story, but that she had begun to feel angry at
God because she didn’t like hers very much. It
wasn’t a straightforward conversion story like
we often hear in church, but instead a twist-
ing, turning, often painful, questioning type of
story. A story where God does show up, but
not in the way He is expected, and sometimes
in ways that feel barely enough. 

With courage, and the belief that stories are
worth sharing and that we can see God when we
look closely enough, she began to speak: a diffi-
cult and frightening childhood, a secret escape
where God used an unlikely person to save her
and her family. A slow, agonizing loss of her sis-
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ter, someone we all knew and loved. Where was
God in those last excruciating moments? She
wove her story of suffering with a story of
redemption. It was in the little moments that
God showed up with reminders of his love. 

As she spoke of kneeling in front of a wooden
cross and being reminded that He too suffered,
one of the girls got up and quietly left the room,
tears streaming down her face. The story contin-
ued, and our brave speaker encouraged each per-

son to consider their own story with God.
Where did they find God, how did He find
them? When was He there, and how? Were
there times that He seemed not to be there?
What was that like? 

People began to share their experiences of
encouragements from God, signs of His presence
and His personal care. There was a reverence in
the room, as if something sacred had just been
spoken. People wiped away tears. Someone vol-
unteered to share next week. There was talk of
the way that God moves outside of the boxes we
try to keep Him in; how we are grateful and
sometimes a little scared at how much bigger He
is then we are. He is not as contained and simple
as we might sometimes wish. 

Then on to more laughter and sharing. The
one who left was found by her sister and they
returned together. Her heart had been touched.
She had not known Him before, but she was

gradually finding God; or He was finding her,
and she was overwhelmed by His love and kind-
ness. She offered to share her story sometime,
though it might be short. 

I found myself thinking, this is church. God is
here with us in a way that we cannot understand.
I find myself wanting to hold on, to grasp it, but
if anything, I’ve learned that God cannot be
grasped, not in that way. He can be touched, but
the minute we try to hold on to Him, to expect

something of Him in a particular way, He
exceeds that and surprises us. 

So in this experiment that we call “church,”
we move forward, trusting when we can, doubt-
ing at times, but holding on for the ride, not sure
where He is taking us, but mostly certain that we
want to go. Knowing that He means us no harm,
and will most likely take us somewhere uncom-
fortable and beautiful, and better than any of us
could imagine for ourselves. n
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The Adventist Civil Rights Movement: A Prophetic Voice for
LGBT Adventists | BY JUAN O. PERLA

DISCUSSED | civil rights, homophobia, LGBT, racism

I
n the 1980s, an Adventist pastor reneged on his
promise to marry an interracial couple.1 His deci-
sion enraged the couple’s Canadian community.
News reports of the incident reached E.E. Cleve-

land, a black Adventist pastor and civil rights leader in
the United States. He shared the story with Neal Wilson
Jr., then president of the Adventist Church’s General
Conference (GC). Wilson called a meeting of the GC’s
Human Relations committee, and the group voted to
revoke the credentials of any pastor who refused to marry
interracial couples. The GC’s action that day did not
come easily. Rather, through sustained activism and
prayer, black Adventists involved in the civil rights move-
ment won an important victory over racism.

Today, the Adventist civil rights movement delivers a
prophetic message of hope to LGBT Adventists fighting
homophobia.2 Like racial minorities, LGBT persons have
also been the object of scorn and oppression. Civil rights
leader Coretta Scott King aptly noted, “Homophobia is
like racism … it seeks to dehumanize a large group of
people, to deny their humanity, their dignity and person-
hood.”3 Unlike race, however, sexual orientation is not
always apparent. While some gay Adventists speak up for
their dignity, many others experience the cruel effects of
homophobia in isolation, out of fear of discovery and
rejection.4 For this reason, the Adventist struggle for
LGBT equality has been less public than the Adventist

civil rights movement.
Nevertheless, as was the case with racial minorities and

interracial marriage, Adventists are learning to accept
LGBT equality and same-sex marriage as well. Already,
twenty-five percent of Adventists in the United States
favor same-sex marriage and, of the sixty-four percent
that oppose it, only twenty-one percent are between
eighteen and twenty-nine years old.5 Adventist ethicist
Gary Chartier affirmed this trend in The Future of Adventism.
He explains that the Christian community blurs “divisions
based on ethnicity, nationality, and class, and increasingly
also divisions based on gender and sexual orientation”
because “the church, rooted in the inclusive practice of
Jesus, is an institutional rejection of the destructive busi-
ness of boundary-making.”6 The Adventist civil rights
movement is a stark reminder of that important truth.
The sooner Adventist leaders embrace that reality with
respect to LGBT members, the safer and more welcoming
the Church will become for all people of faith.

Racism in the Adventist Church and 
the Adventist Civil Rights Movement
Some Christians in the nineteenth century defended
black slavery on biblical grounds;7 early Adventists,
however, opposed it as “the darkest and most damning
sin.”  Church visionary Ellen White even encouraged
Adventists to disobey the Fugitive Slave Law, a federal
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mandate that required returning runaway
slaves to their masters.

Despite White’s opposition to slavery, her
earlier writings incorporate pseudo-scientific
beliefs about race popular in her time, such
as claims that “certain races of men” were
the product of mixing between humans and
animals (known as “amalgamation” or the
“polygenesis theory”).9 Such statements
stirred controversy among early Adventists
“with critics charging that she believed
Negroes were not human and defenders
insisting she meant no such thing.”10 Eventu-
ally she distanced herself from such views
and declared: “Birth … or color cannot ele-
vate or degrade men.”11

When it came to race relations, White also
expressed some ambivalence. After the Ameri-
can Civil War, she rejected segregation and
lamented that “sin rests upon us as a church”
when prejudice got in the way of building an
inclusive faith community.12 As Adventism
expanded into the South, however, missionar-
ies confronted violent prejudice from south-
erners who disliked the church’s Sabbath
beliefs and integrationist values.13 Motivated
by safety concerns and a desire to evangelize
white and black southerners in spite of the
racial divide, White compromised her integra-
tionist values and endorsed segregation “until
the Lord shows us a better way.”14

Against that background, many Adventist
institutions in the United States barred black
members on account of their race well into the
twentieth century.15 As late as the 1960s, some
Adventist pastors justified these exclusionary
practices with dated interpretations of biblical
texts such as the Curse of Ham, suggesting
that Ham’s son Canaan turned black after
Noah cursed him to be a servant to his broth-
ers.16 According to these pastors, black Adven-
tists could not hold positions of authority or
even enter certain facilities because, as descen-
dants of Canaan, blacks were also cursed.17

Other church leaders used more subtle Adven-
tist teachings to discourage political activism,

effectively endorsing segregation.18

The number of black Adventists grew
sharply in the twentieth century, putting pres-
sure on the denomination to confront its prej-
udices. The North American church initially
accommodated the growth in black member-
ship by creating separate institutions for
African Americans.19 But this approach proved
unsustainable as black members enlisted in 
the civil rights movement of the 1960s and
demanded equal treatment in the church as
well.20 Black students and their friends ampli-
fied the demands for change through public
protests across Adventist colleges.21 Black
Adventist theologians supported these efforts
through liberationist interpretations of the
Bible,22 and a renewed emphasis on Ellen
White’s integrationist commitments.23

Other black Adventists, such as Frank Hale
Jr., formed the Laymen’s Leadership Confer-
ence (LLC) with the purpose of ending racial
discrimination in the Adventist Church. In
1961, the LLC adopted a platform with several
recommendations urging the GC to re-articu-
late Adventism’s position on race “in light of
social changes,” to require diversity training
for pastors, and to remove racial barriers to
church membership, employment and access.24

Five days after receiving these proposals, the
GC issued a statement rejecting segregation as
incompatible with Christian teaching.25 Still,
the church changed little in practice.

The GC finally resolved to desegregate four
years later, in 1965, at the apex of the civil
rights movement.26 The 1965 resolution did
not occur in a vacuum. Rather, it followed two
important events: the landmark 1954 decision
in Brown v. Board of Education outlawing racial
segregation in schools, and the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 banning racial discrimination in
public facilities. 

Relying on these new anti-discrimination
laws, black members of the church’s South
Central Conference (SCC) sued the denomi-
nation because many Adventist academies
continued to deny admission to black stu-
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dents.27 United States Attorney General
Nicholas Katzenbach joined the lawsuit on
the side of black Adventists, and pressured the
GC to end segregation or risk losing federal
government subsidies such as tax exemptions.
The GC gave in to these demands and, shortly
thereafter, adopted the 1965 resolution.
Charles Dudley, a black civil rights activist
and SCC leader, chided the GC for letting the
federal government play the role of the Good
Samaritan.28 In Dudley’s view, the church
should have acted out of its own initiative
rather than legal compulsion.

Two years later, in 1967, the United States
Supreme Court struck down state laws pro-
hibiting interracial marriage in Loving v. Vir-
ginia. The following year, the church’s North
American Division (NAD) resisted these
changes and issued guidelines advising against
interracial marriage on religious grounds.29

Indeed, the Adventist Church had consistent-
ly opposed interracial marriage for more than
a century.30 The NAD’s guidelines invoked
the counsel of Ellen White who, at one time,
directed that “there should be no intermar-
riage between the white and the colored
race.”31 The GC published the NAD’s guide-
lines in the Church Manual in 1977, and did
not remove them until fifteen years later in
1992.32 In that context, the story of the
Adventist pastor who refused to marry an
interracial couple as late as the 1980s is less
surprising.

Although efforts to combat racism contin-
ue, the GC formally shifted the tone on race
relations in 1985 when, at the insistence of
black Adventists, it condemned racism as “one
of the odious evils of our day.”33 That state-
ment also declared that “Scripture plainly
teaches that every person was created in the
image of God” and “made of one blood,”
refuting any lingering doubts about the Curse
of Ham and the polygenesis theory in Adven-
tism. Here, the prophetic voice of the Adven-
tist civil rights movement sounds all the
louder for LGBT Adventists today.

Homophobia in the Adventist Church and the
Adventist Struggle for LGBT Equality
Societies have treated same-sex love differently
over time. While some cultures have accommo-
dated same-sex relationships, others have crimi-
nalized them and even enforced castration or
death as the punishment.

In the second half of the nineteenth century,
psychologists in Europe started to study same-
sex love and labeled it “homosexuality” and
“inversion.”34 Some of them followed the so-
called “degeneracy theory” prevalent at that
time, and cast homosexuals, along with “Jews,
Negroes, rapists, murderers and incest abusers
as the most dangerous of social ‘degenerates.’”35

Proponents of degeneracy theory feared that
biological and moral degeneration in certain
groups of people threatened the established
social order. Other psychologists, however,
found homosexuality to be an innate, morally-
neutral characteristic and, on that basis, advo-
cated for the decriminalization of consensual
homosexual acts.36

Early Adventists stayed aloof from these
developments in the study of homosexuality, in
contrast to issues of race, which remained an
important social concern in the United States.
Ellen White, for example, wrote nothing direct-
ly on homosexuality or inversion.37 By contrast,
the degeneracy theory influenced Adventist
teachings on health and sexuality generally.38

For instance, White attributed the “sad degener-
acy” of the human race to a failure to observe
the “laws of health,” such as eating meat, drink-
ing stimulants or indulging in sex.39 Her health
reform protégé, Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, took
those concerns further and dedicated his life’s
work to combatting “race degeneration” by pro-
moting dietary cures, sexual abstinence, and
selective breeding (known as “eugenics”).40

Ultimately, Ellen White and the Adventist
Church rejected many of Kellogg’s theories,
but his medical views still reverberate in cer-
tain Adventist circles.41 An extreme example of
the degeneracy theory’s effects on Adventism
occurred in Germany in the years leading up
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to World War II, when some Adventist church
officials there endorsed the Nazi’s efforts to
sterilize “all physical and mental degenerates”42

and supported “the extermination of …
Homosexuals, Jews and people with physical
infirmities.”43

In the shadow of that uneasy past, the
Adventist Church has been engaged for
decades in an ideological debate over the prop-
er medical and theological understanding of
homosexuality and same-sex relationships. The
first explicit reference to homosexuality in
Adventist literature appeared in 1951.44 The
author warned that homosexual acts often
involve an older man and an “innocent victim,”
invoking the sorts of anxieties promoted by the
degeneracy theory. Two years later, the Seventh-
day Adventist Bible Commentary lent biblical support
to this negative view of homosexuality by
repeating unchallenged interpretations of bibli-
cal verses that seem to condemn certain homo-
sexual acts.45

Today, Adventism is still dusting off traces
of the degeneracy theory, which in retrospect
sounds more like nineteenth century folktales
about “certain races of men” than well-
researched science.46 For instance, the church’s
Fundamental Beliefs presents homosexuality as
a “disorder” and “homosexual practice” as a “dis-

tortion of the image of God.”47 And the GC’s
official statement on same-sex unions indis crim -
 inately characterizes all same-sex relations as a
“lowering of the heavenly ideal” and a “manifesta-
tion of the disturbance and brokenness in human
inclinations and relations.”48 The authors of
these documents cite biblical verses such as the
story of Sodom and Gomorrah to support their
claims, without considering the real-life impact
of their views on faithful gay Adventists. Such
uncritical and offensive use of the Bible harkens
back to a time when some pastors used the
Curse of Ham to brand blacks as less worthy
than whites.

The GC’s “official statements” also obscure a
rich history of LGBT activism and dialogue in
the Adventist Church. Much as the civil rights
movement of the 1960s precipitated desegrega-
tion in Adventist institutions, the gay liberation
movement triggered a more robust discussion
on homosexuality as well. After the 1969
Stonewall riots launched the United States, and
much of the western world, into a debate over
LGBT rights, Adventist commentators wrote a
flurry of articles on homosexuality throughout
the 1970s. For the most part, these authors
believed something was terribly wrong with the
way homosexuals were abused in society, yet
those same authors failed to consider how their
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religious views might be fanning the flames of
fear and prejudice.49 Instead, they fell back on
the soon-to-be-discredited medical notion that
homosexuality was an illness that could be
“cured” through therapy and prayer.50 In
response, some gay Adventists wrote letters to
the editors of these publications and offered
their positive stories, providing the earliest mur-
murings of an Adventist gay voice.51

Towards the end of the 1970s, a gay Adven-
tist ran a magazine ad inquiring whether other
gay Adventists existed.52 To his surprise, several
individuals responded and they started to meet
in small groups across the United States and
abroad. Eventually, they formed Seventh-day
Adventist Kinship International (“SDA Kin-
ship”) to support gay Adventists and their fami-
lies.53 At last, gay Adventists had succeeded in
creating a safe space to worship and socialize
without reprisal, producing de facto segregation
between openly gay Adventists and unwelcom-
ing congregations. The segregation was not a
problem for Adventists who feared gay mem-
bers. As an Adventist layman exclaimed at the
time: “Let them (homosexuals) worship some-
where else. We don’t want them here.”54

Like the LLC, which had been established
during the civil rights movement to end racial
discrimination in the Adventist Church, SDA
Kinship desired to rid the church of its preju-
dice towards gay members as well. In 1980,
SDA Kinship invited church leaders to speak at
its first spiritual retreat. Three theology profes-
sors from Andrews University and two pastors
attended the gathering with the GC’s approval.
The guest speakers presented papers on homo-
sexuality and faith, and concluded that a “sim-
plistic” reading of the few references to
homosexual acts in the Bible was insufficient to
discern God’s will for gay Adventists today.55

After listening to the stories of the retreat’s gay
attendees, the guest speakers returned to the
GC with a three-page written report (“SDA
Kinship report”).

Similar to the LLC platform presented to the
GC in 1961, the SDA Kinship report offered

specific recommendations, including proposals
for the church to study the question of homo-
sexuality holistically and to publish balanced
and responsible articles on issues of concern to
gay Adventists.56 The report also suggested that
pastors, teachers and administrators undergo
sensitivity training to help them minister to gay
members under their care. And it asked the
church to create closer ties to SDA Kinship and
to become more inclusive of gay members. The
GC initially accepted most of these proposals,
but then quickly and quietly retracted its
approval under pressure from right-wing con-
servatives who began questioning the denomi-
nation’s bona fide Christian credentials.57 Fear and
prejudice had reared its ugly head once again.
In short, to appease conservative members
uncomfortable with change, gay Adventists like
black Adventists would have to wait for equal-
ity “until the Lord shows us a better way.” 

The story of gay Adventists did not end,
however, with the GC’s dismissal of the SDA
Kinship report. Just as the civil rights move-
ment improved the situation of black Adven-
tists, gay Adventists found cause for hope as the
gay rights movement gained momentum in the
1990s. By 2003, the wind started to shift in
favor of LGBT equality in the United States
when the Supreme Court decriminalized con-
sensual homosexual acts in Lawrence v. Texas.
Around the same time, certain states started to
recognize same-sex unions. Similar develop-
ments around the world prompted negative
responses from church officials, although
Adventist leaders in some countries, such as the
Netherlands, remained relatively undisturbed.58

The most public display of support for gay
Adventists came in 2008, in the form of Adven-
tist opposition to Proposition 8, a highly con-
tested California law prohibiting same-sex
marriage. In a campaign called “Adventists
against Prop 8,” more than 1,300 Adventists
and their friends expressed their disapproval of
the law by signing a public petition.59 Filmmak-
ers contributed to these efforts with a trailblaz-
ing documentary, “Seventh-Gay Adventists,”
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which chronicled the story of three Adventist
same-sex couples making sense of their faith
and sexuality in a church that was often hostile
towards them.60

Like Adventist theologians who offered lib-
erationist interpretations of scripture to support
desegregation, Adventist scholars began to 
publish theological perspectives that prioritized
the wellbeing of gay Adventists over dogma.61

These scholars understood that faithful gay
Adventists were not seeking to undermine
God’s authority. On the contrary, gay Adven-
tists desiring the same covenantal relationship
available to heterosexual couples were merely
affirming the church’s teaching on marriage and
family. Still, church officials seemed unwilling
to engage in open dialogue.

The church’s most blatant act of exclusion
occurred in March 2014, when, in response to
gains by LGBT activists around the world, the
GC sponsored an international conference in
South Africa “to gain a greater understanding
of the issues surrounding alternative sexuali-
ties.”62 Conference organizers made it “clear
that they intend[ed] no redefinition of the
Church’s historic opposition to all sexual
expression other than heterosexual marriage.”63

And they ensured such a result by inviting only
gay Adventists that claimed to be “redeemed
out of homosexual behavior,”64 while excluding
SDA Kinship and other LGBT Adventists who
wished to share their positive stories.65 The
irony of hosting the conference in Africa did
not escape commentators in and outside the
church. They pointed out that, two years earli-
er, Adventist pastor Blasius Ruguri of the
church’s East Central Africa Division had pub-
licly supported Uganda’s anti-gay legislation
that, in some cases, would have sentenced
homosexuals to death.66

Even more unnerving is the church’s silence
on homophobia, which echoes the church’s
prolonged silence on racism. In response to
Ruguri’s political statements, the GC issued a
press release, which stated: “The Seventh-day
Adventist Church subscribes to the biblical

teaching that the practice of homosexuality is
condemned by God and is forbidden. At the
same time the church is strongly opposed to
acts of violence, hatred and discrimination
against a person because of his or her sexual
orientation.”67 This statement failed to appreci-
ate that for many LGBT Adventists the church’s
one-sided, disparaging view of same-sex rela-
tionships feels like an act of “violence, hatred
and discrimination,” designed arbitrarily to
dehumanize an entire class of people. Black
Adventist lawyer and religious liberty scholar,
Jason Hines, challenged the church’s “milque-
toast” response: “How can we expect a pastor in
Africa to care about the rights of homosexuals
when the Adventist rhetoric in America is at
the very least tinged (and more often saturated)
with homophobia and hate?”68

A sea change took place when countries
around the world started legalizing same-sex
marriage. In 2015, in Obergefell v. Hodges, the
United States Supreme Court upheld the con-
stitutional right of same-sex couples to marry.
Repeating its reactionary response against inter-
racial marriage after the Loving v. Virginia deci-
sion in 1968, the NAD again issued guidelines,
this time opposing same-sex marriage on reli-
gious grounds.69 The Andrews University Semi-
nary also issued a white paper condemning
“homosexual practice,” while conceding that an
innate homosexual orientation is not morally
culpable.70 An Adventist satirist wittily captured
the tension in that position with a blog post
titled, “Adventist church cool with gay people
as long as they’re not gay about it.”71

Despite the church’s resistance to LGBT
equality, a new wave of Adventist students is
breathing life into the type of activism last seen
at the height of the Adventist civil rights move-
ment. One example is Andrews University
graduate Eliel Cruz, a self-identified bisexual
Adventist and news commentator, who founded
the school’s unofficial gay-straight alliance. As a
student, Cruz led a widely publicized social
media fundraising campaign to benefit LGBT
homeless youth in Chicago, after school admin-
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istrators rejected his club’s plans to raise the
funds through a bake sale on campus.72 Other
students like Cruz are starting gay-straight
alliances across Adventist colleges in the hopes
of making these campuses more welcoming of
LGBT persons.73

With time, gay Adventists at all levels of
the church will feel more comfortable coming
out of the shadows. Same-sex couples that
marry outside the church will start bringing
their children to Sabbath school and sending
them to Adventist academies and colleges.
Like the SCC’s black members in the 1960s,
gay Adventists will be able to hold their faith
community legally accountable for any dis-
criminatory responses.74 And, as was the case
with segregation, the church will find itself
once again in a losing battle against social
change unless it learns from its past mistakes.
Ellen White’s counsel on this point is com-
pelling: “We have nothing to fear for the
future, except as we shall forget the way the
Lord has led us … in our past.”75

Perhaps this time the GC will not wait for
the government to act as the Good Samaritan
to point out that “sin rests upon us as a church”
when it fails to create an inclusive faith commu-
nity, and instead heed the prophetic message of
its troubled history with racism. Regardless of
the church’s current stance on homosexuality,
an easy place to start is to condemn homopho-
bia, like racism, as “one of the odious evils of
our day.” Starting from this premise, the
church’s position on homosexuality and same-
sex marriage should look very different.  n
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Secrets of Love and Life in the E. G. White House: 
Men—Lost and Found | BY GILBERT M. VALENTINE 

DISCUSSED | E. G. White, W. C. White, Adventist history, love, marriage

T
he recent discovery and publication of a previ-
ously unknown photograph of Ellen White at
age seventy-eight should not be passed over
too quickly. The un-posed snapshot picture

shows Ellen, on the arm of her fifty-year-old son, W. C.
White. She is wearing a flowered scarf around her neck
and a rather stylish Edwardian hat. The image, captured
apparently at the General Conference session in 1905,
significantly enriches and enlarges our perception of Ellen
White as a person.1

At age twelve, at the time of her baptism, Ellen had
wrestled with what it meant to be a fully committed Chris-
tian and had resolved that even if her friends did not, she
would take a stand against fancy hats and dresses that
might be considered vain. Even if her fellow believers were
not concerned, she knew, she later wrote, “I must be plain
in my dress.”2 This was a kind of a testing truth for the
validity of her Christian experience. With her father being
a successful milliner one could imagine that discussions of
hats and fashion in her home would have been a common
topic of conversation. Was this why the question of dress
was her “besetting sin,” and one she felt she had to over-
come? Somehow the image of the prophet in a stylish hat
and wearing pince-nez in her old age helps to mellow the
image of austerity of the plain-dress image of her earlier
years, and introduces us to a more human Ellen White. But
who is the other woman in the picture, wearing an even
more stylish hat? 

Accompanying Ellen White in the newly discovered
photograph is Ellen White’s daughter-in-law, W. C.
White’s distinguished looking Australian wife, May White
(nee Lacey).3 A decade before the shutter clicked, Willie
had persuaded May, a woman half his age, to become his
second wife. The story of Willie’s proposal and marriage to
May in the mid-1890s is worth exploring because, like 
the new photograph, it also helps provide a warmer, more

human picture of Ellen White than is often portrayed when
emphasis is placed only on her prophetic preaching and
leadership roles. How did May Lacey come to be Ellen
White’s daughter-in-law? 

A more complete understanding of this fascinating love
story becomes possible when contemporary documents
from the White family collection in the 1890s are rounded
out with little-known oral history accounts that give May
Lacey’s own perspective.4 Hearing May’s own take on the
event that changed her life, and her perspective on her
mother-in-law, adds important dimensions to our picture of
this important church founder. Valuable clues from May’s
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older brother, Herbert Lacey, also draw back the
curtain on a little known romantic episode for
Ellen White herself in her later years.  

A Wedding on the Run
Contemporary sources tell us that Willie’s wed-
ding to May Lacey took place in a quiet, matter-
of-fact way, conducted with “the greatest
solemnity” on a late Thursday afternoon, May 9,
1895. The vows were exchanged in Father
Lacey’s spacious home in Glenorchy, just outside
Hobart, the capital city of Tasmania (Australia).
It was not a flashy affair, nor a romantic event.
Ellen White observed that there had been “no
sentimentalism,” in this courtship and marriage.5

That was not the White’s style. There had been,
in fact, hardly any courtship at all. For May,
undertaking the marriage was much more a care-
fully considered duty, the taking on of heavy
new responsibility, than a decision based on any
flight of passion. And the event was squeezed in
between speaking appointments.

Ten family members attended the simple serv-
ice, along with eleven invited friends of the
bride. Because no Adventist ministers were legal-
ly licensed in Tasmania to conduct weddings, a
Methodist minister acquaintance, Mr Palfryman,
performed the service. Willie gave his wife a
gold wedding ring during the service because
May’s father, “a gentlemanly English type,” had
insisted on it.6 It was the local custom and Father
Lacey, a very proper, retired British Police Com-
missioner, did not at all like the idea of his
attractive twenty-one-year-old daughter travel-
ling around the country in the company of a
forty-year old American man without at least
some outward sign that they were husband and
wife.7 Ellen White, normally opposed to wed-
ding bands as extravagant, understood the cir-
cumstances that necessitated the ring and gladly
agreed to offer the closing prayer for the service. 

According to Ellen White, “an attractive wed-
ding supper” in the crowded dining room fol-
lowed the service. But by 6.00 p.m., with all the
friends departed, the groom himself headed out
the door to a church committee meeting, while

the bride was left to finish packing suitcases. By
8.30 p.m., the couple were catching the train,
with mother-in-law in tow, for a slow overnight
trip North to Launceston, Tasmania. Willie slept
on the carriage floor between his mother and
May, who stretched out on the seats. But at least,
for this occasion, the compartment was first
class.8 Not until Friday night did the new couple
get to spend their first time alone together. At
Launceston, the groom and his mother spoke at
Sabbath meetings and again on Sunday, and
then they all caught the overnight steamer at
Devonport for Melbourne. May slept in a cabin
with her new husband’s mother, and the crossing
was so rough they were both violently sick. The
next two weeks were spent in committee meet-
ings and speaking appointments in Melbourne.
The party of three then headed back up to Ellen
White’s home in Granville, Sydney, where the
new bride would meet for the first time her two
newly acquired step-children, Ella, aged thirteen,
and Mabel, aged eight. This was not what we
today would call a honeymoon.

May’s two new step-daughters had very
recently arrived in Sydney from the United
States where, for the last three-and-a-half years,
they had been staying in their father’s home in
Battle Creek under the care of family friend
Mary Mortenson. Their biological mother, Mary
(nee Kelsey) had died of tuberculosis in June
1890, at age thirty-three. The family was bereft.
In late 1891, the girls’ widowed father accompa-
nied their grandmother out to Australia for a
sojourn that originally was intended to last only
a short time. But duty seemed to call them to
stay on and on—indefinitely—and by 1895
Willie was missing his daughters. 

May Lacy had also lost her mother to tuber-
culosis, in 1891. Seventeen years of age at the
time, she knew what it was to lose a beloved par-
ent and could sympathize with the children.
This was clearly a significant part of the calcula-
tion that figured in her decision to marry Willie.9

But what other reasons were there for taking on
these new duties and marrying a man twice her
age? Who really was May Lacey?
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A Noble-Looking Girl with a Fine Mind
May was born in 1873, in Cuttack, the former
capital of Odissa State, not far from the coast in
Northeast India. Her father served with the
British Civil Service as a district Police Superin-
tendent with a force of hundreds under his
command. Boats, elephants and horses facilitat-
ed his travel throughout his district. At the age
of three-and-a-half, May had been sent back
with her elder brother to a boarding school in
London, where their parents visited them on
furlough. The tropical climate of northeast
India, however, was hard on her father’s health
and he soon took early retirement on half-pay
and returned to England. Damp weather and
the absence of blue sky during long winters in
Leicestershire in the British Midlands, where
the family had settled, didn’t help his health
either, however. In 1883, when May was nine,
the family migrated to Hobart, Tasmania where
they found, to their surprise, an extensive net-
work of British ex-civil service acquaintances
from India. The family settled at first in subur-
ban Newtown, attended St John’s Anglican
church, and became close friends of the minis-
ter, whose twelve children became good chums
with May and her siblings. May’s mother, an
accomplished musician, played the large pipe
organ for services at St John’s.10

In 1887, when May was fourteen, her father
accidently walked into an Adventist evangelistic
meeting in Federal Hall, Hobart. (He was actually
on his way to attend another Anglican “Federa-
tion” meeting at the invitation of his minister
friend and mistook the meeting place.) He liked
what he heard at the meeting about Daniel 2, read
Uriah Smith’s commentary, and soon the family
had become devout observers of the seventh-day
Sabbath and joined the small group of Advent
believers. Their Anglican clergyman friend contin-
ued his friendship with them even though they
became “Jewish,” and Mother Lacey kept right on
playing the pipe organ at St John’s, even after her
baptism into the Adventist church.11

At the age of seventeen, May left school and
spent a year caring for her mother, who suffered

a slow death from tuberculosis. Then she spent
the next year caring for her grieving father and
younger siblings. It was also during this time that
she found success in selling Adventist publica-
tions door-to-door around Hobart. She enjoyed
giving Bible Studies to interested customers and
resolved that she wanted to become a Bible
Instructor. In 1894, at the age of nineteen, after
her father remarried, she left home to attend the
newly opened Adventist Bible School in North
Fitzroy, Melbourne. She had borrowed money
for her fees from a minister friend and mentor. A
bright student, who played the organ and piano
well in church, May had a notable singing voice
and soon made an impression at the school.
Attracted by her voice, it was here that the twen-
ty-year-old May first began to stir Willie’s imagi-
nation, although he had first made her
acquaintance six months earlier when he and his
colleague, A. G. Daniells, had stayed at the Lacey
home during a brief visit on church business.12

W. C. White, in January 1894, had been
appointed as President of the new Australasian
Union Conference based in Melbourne.13 The
demands of the role seemed to necessitate a wife
and he began to give new thought to getting
married again. By mid-1894, Willie and his
mother had considered the problem seriously.
The absence of his daughters was distressing.
Finding a wife was clearly a priority.14 But finding
the right person, who could relate to his new
role and also fit into his particularly complex
family situation, was not easy. Besides his church
administration work fostering publishing and
school development work, Willie had to give
large chunks of time to caring for the publishing
and church development interests of his mother.
She had become anxious that his other duties
did not allow him to give enough time to her
work, even though to a large extent during the
ten years since his father’s death Willie’s work
had revolved very largely around his mother.
Any new wife would have to be someone of
whom his mother would approve and with
whom she could live. As he thought about it, a
plan evolved in his mind.
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The Schemer
One day, toward the end of May’s third term
at the Bible School in Melbourne, Willie
approached her and told her about a vacancy
occurring on his mother’s staff that needed to
be filled fairly urgently. May Walling, Ellen
White’s niece and personal assistant, had had
to return to America for legal reasons on
August 30, 1894. Would May consider going
to work for Ellen White at Granville in Syd-
ney? Thinking that this would be a simple
interim arrangement to meet a short-term
need, she agreed. Looking back on the deci-
sion years later, she perceived that there was
indeed scheming behind the plan. She also
acknowledged that it would have defeated
Willie’s purpose for her to have known his real
intent or for his mother to have guessed what
might be his purpose. Thus, he kept his
thoughts to himself.

May signed on to Ellen White’s staff, as Ellen’s
personal assistant and travelling companion,
sometime in early August 1894. It was a time of
financial crisis in Australia when May joined the
busy household. During this period there was an
average of fourteen people at the meal table each
day, some in serious economic distress. Ellen
reports that her house was almost like a “free
hotel,” with people coming and going, and she
gladly accommodated this and was a gracious
and entertaining hostess. Nevertheless, under-
neath it all, it stressed her greatly because it was
a drain on her finances and her emotional
resources.15 May reports that her assigned tasks
included driving Ellen White’s horse and car-
riage, taking Ellen on outings to the community,
to speaking appointments, or on shopping expe-
ditions. Ellen White’s compassionate generosity
impressed her new assistant. She recalled that
Ellen would buy large bolts of “beautiful cloth” at
market and have it made up by her own seam-
stress for needy parishioners. She “never gave
away old clothes.” At other times she would pur-
chase substantial grocery supplies to help sup-
port needy families. She would borrow from
others in order to be generous. According to

May “she was very, very generous.”16

May also reported that her new role includ-
ed a nightly routine of unbraiding Ellen
White’s hair as she sat on a small stool in front
of her. Then she would “brush and comb it”
for twenty minutes or so. “That rested her
head,” she explained. Then she followed the
dowager prophet and preacher upstairs to give
her “a full massage” four evenings a week. A
“sweat bath and salt glow” occupied the other
two nights before May tucked her charge into
bed and kissed her goodnight. Only on Friday
nights was there no treatment.17

May also recalled that after speaking publicly
at a meeting at a church for an hour or so, the
diminutive preacher would get “wringing wet
with perspiration” and she knew it was not
healthy for her to stand and talk to people after-
wards.  It was May’s task, therefore, to “take her
to some room and give her a sponge bath” and
take “fresh underwear for her because it was all
wet through with perspiration.” It required “a lot
of effort” for Ellen White to make herself heard
in public arenas without a public address system,
and Australian summers could be fiercely hot.
Thus there was no time for chatting; avoiding
catching a cold was more important.18

During the last months of 1894, May
enjoyed being part of the White household
and related to her employer very warmly. The
two women got on famously. Spending so
much time together in such intimate settings,
Ellen quickly came to develop a high apprecia-
tion and much affection for her twenty-year
old assistant. She was in Ellen’s estimation a
“noble-looking girl” and she possessed “a fine
mind.”19 And May was able to relate to Ellen as
to her own mother. She felt a deep affection
for her. Willie’s secret scheme was working.
Ellen came to see that May “loves the truth and
loves the Lord and is content with anything.
Everyone acquainted with her loves her,” she
enthused. “She loves me and I love her.”20 Five
months after May’s arrival in the house and the
bonding with his mother that he had hoped
for, it was time for Willie to spring his trap.
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The Surprise
As May tells the story, it happened “very sud-
den.” At about ten o’clock one summer evening,
(probably late December), she was finishing a
“salt glow and sweat” treatment in the massage
room and “Elder White” appeared and offered to
help her “empty the water.” Stating that he
would “like to talk . . . a little bit this evening,”
he took her out onto the upstairs verandah over-
looking the garden. As if conducting a business
interview, he asked her what she wanted to do in
the future. Recalling the memorable conversation
years later, May said that she replied that she
wanted to train to be the “matron” of a school.
“Well,” he responded, “how would you like to be
the matron of a private home?” And then he
explained to May about his two daughters who
did not have a mother. Would May like to
“come and be with them.” May recalls that she
was flustered and surprised at the suddenness of
it all. She had not discerned any affection from
him. She “didn’t know hardly what to say. I did-
n’t know he liked me,” she recalled. “I don’t think
he told me he loved me.”21

Finding her voice, as they stood on the veran-
dah, May expressed surprise that Elder White
was not asking one of his mother’s other helpers.
Did he not know that “Miss Campbell was very
much in love with him?” American Emily Camp-
bell was a very efficient editorial assistant and
general administrative helper in the household,
who had been spending much time in his com-
pany and was holding out strong hopes.22 White
replied that he understood how Emily felt but
she wasn’t the one. Later it dawned on May that,
besides Emily’s bossy temperament, Emily may
have not qualified as a candidate because she was
an older woman and may not have been able to
have any children.23 May reports that she then
suggested two or three other women more the
Elder’s age. She was very much aware that she
was nineteen years his junior. But here was the
senior church leader in Australia, someone twice
her age, telling her that she was the one the
Lord wanted him to marry. Every time he prayed
about it, he explained, May was the one who

“always came up before him.” Pressure? Duty?
Hardly knowing what to say, she told him she
could not answer him then. Awkwardly she
replied that she would have to have time to
think about it and pray about it. What she didn’t
feel able to tell “Elder White” that night, she
recalled, was that she was already “terribly in
love” with someone else.24

Back in her room, May recounts that she sat
staring at the wall for three or four hours trying
to sort through her jumbled thoughts and pray-
ing before she tumbled into bed. How long the
process of thinking and praying took is not clear
from the records, but at least she viewed the pro-
posal seriously. Which should prevail, love or
duty? As she prayed and thought about it, she
came up with three signs the Lord would have to
give her if accepting this proposal was to be her
duty; signs that what the Lord was apparently
telling Willie was also something the Lord also
intended her to hear and thus something she
ought to do.

First, her father would have to approve.
That was a major concern given the age differ-
ence. Second, she had major debts to care for
at the school. That was a large obstacle. They
would have to be paid somehow before she
could even consider marriage. The third was
an even more difficult problem. Her love for
Arthur. The Lord would have to “take away
the love for Arthur Currow from my heart,”
she recounted. Arthur L. Currow was a fellow
ministerial student from College who had cap-
tured May’s heart. They had not agreed yet
upon marriage, nor even specifically talked
about it, but she knew in her heart that it
would not be long before Arthur was going to
ask her and she was planning to say yes.

At what point Willie White told his mother
about his proposal to May, is not clear. May sus-
pected that he had probably talked to her before
the deed.25 With the advantage of hindsight,
May later observed that Willie was “a very obe-
dient boy,” and that “he wouldn’t do anything in
which his mother didn’t agree.”26 Whenever it
was that his mother learned of her son’s plan, she
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was absolutely delighted and intrigued by his
clever scheme, and she soon became an agent for
Willie. By the time she wrote to tell the news to
her elder son Edson, in mid-January, she had
known for some time, and was pleased that she
had been let in on the secret. At first, “I had not
the slightest thought when she came to my
home,” she reported.27

As May remembered things, Ellen White
asked a number of times how her decision
making process was going. Upon learning of
the school fee problem she quickly came up
herself with the money to repay the minister
who had loaned the school fees for May’s edu-
cation.28 That was one problem cared for.
Father’s permission would have to wait until
Willie could talk in person to him. May’s love
for Arthur would also take time. When Ellen
White asked later “have you decided yet,” she
responded that there was still “one sign that
hasn’t been fulfilled.” May sensed that Willie’s
mother “seemed to want me to say, Yes.” “She
really was anxious that we should be married,
I’m sure,” May later recalled. And in time,
“gradually,” she reported “the love for Arthur
was taken out of my heart.” Whether Willie
ever learned about the near miss with Arthur is
not clear.

May noted that she certainly did not love
Willie at this time. “I didn’t love him when he
asked me. I wasn’t in love with him. . . . I learned
to love him.”29 But with the matter of her love for
Arthur diminishing to the point of being
resolved, May felt able to write to Willie and tell
him that yes, she would marry him. By this time
he was on his way to Melbourne and en route to
a three month absence in New Zealand.

Ellen White, didn’t learn of May’s final answer
until January 15, 1895. “I told her [May] today,”
she wrote to her eldest son, “that I would like to
understand if the matter was settled between her
and Willie. She said it was, if her father would
consent.” It seems that Willie was a confident
and determined suitor, for even in advance of
May’s firm answer he had already planned to
visit Tasmania to call on May’s father and set

“before him his love for his daughter.”30 Ellen
White was as bubbly over the affair as she had
been in a long, long time. “She is a treasure. I am
glad indeed for Willie,” she told Emma and
Edson. “She is just the one I should choose.…
this is all right.” 

Willie boasted to his elder brother that
May did not have a “little sallow, pinched-up
body” but was rather a good big wholesome
woman.” She was surrounded by “sunshine,
comfort and peace.” But if Willie was already
deeply in love with May, she still had love to
learn. “I didn’t love him when he asked me. I
wasn’t in love with him,” she observed. “But I
learned to love him and he was a very kind
husband … We were always very happy
together.”31 But there were several people
unhappily affected by the decision.

The Disappointed
What the heartbroken Arthur himself felt
when he heard the sad news we do not know,
but he may well have figured that, with a
Union President who had a prophet for a
mother, the odds would have been well and
truly stacked against him. He completed col-
lege, found a new love, and became a valued
pastor and teacher in Australia. 

Arthur was not the only heartbroken one.32

Emily Campbell when she heard the news of the
engagement was also heartbroken. “She got ill,”
and “had to go bed. She was terribly in love,”
recalled May. Soon Emily left Ellen White’s
employ, returned to America, and married some-
one else. Another heartbroken hopeful was Mary
Mortenson, back in Battle Creek. Mary had been
caring for Willie’s two daughters and had fallen
in love with their father by correspondence, nur-
turing her conviction that the Lord wanted her
to become mother to the two girls, wife to
Willie, and daughter-in-law to Ellen. According
to Ellen, Willie “had plainly stated to her” that
such a scenario was not in his mind but she
apparently was too much in love to hear. She
had confided her hope to the two girls and when
the news of the engagement to May broke in
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Battle Creek, O. A. Olsen, the GC President,
reported that both Mary and the girls were in “a
high state of excitement.” Mary’s reaction, and
the ordeal that the children experienced, led to
the cancelling of the White’s plans for her to
accompany the two girls to Australia to join
Ellen White’s staff. The new venture for May
was going to have enough complexities as it was,
without a disappointed rival on the staff.33

Adjusting to a Dominating Mother-in-Law
In the meantime, and it seems even before
May had fully made up her mind about the
marriage proposal, mother-in-law-to-be was
already taking in hand the preparation of a
trousseau for her daughter-in-law. Ellen
explained that she wanted to prepare May for
married life “with a real becoming wardrobe,
but not expensive or extravagant.” “You know,”
she commented to Edson and Emma, “that is
not my besetting sin.”34 As May recalled it, her
mother-in-law-to-be “bought a whole lot of
materials to make dresses” and Mrs. Rousseau,
the school principal made them up. The colors
included cream, black, tan, white and red.
“She had one the color of grape juice, that
dark red.” Was this too much interference
from the groom’s mother? Apparently not.
May thought it was wonderful. As Ellen White
had noted, May really was a woman who was
“cheerful, kind, and tenderhearted and is …
always satisfied and thankful.” From May’s per-
spective, Ellen White was just a “wonderful
mother-in-law,” in fact, “a wonderful compan-
ion to be with.”35 She was “very kind” and
“very sweet.” She could “laugh heartily, and
was certainly entertaining.”36 But that is not to
say that she was not a dominating presence.
She continued to intervene in ways that other
wives would certainly have considered to be
intrusive. To be part of the White household
necessitated the possession of the special gift
of submission, although that did not mean
being submerged. Before the marriage, Ellen
White had expressed herself to her son that
she was pleased that May had “an individuality

which cannot be submerged even in you.”
May should not be “cramped to any person’s
ideas.” She was glad that May’s “perceptive
faculties are of no ordinary character.”37 Part of
the social skills that enabled May to thrive in
the White house was knowing when to be
submissive and when not to be.

After the wedding in Tasmania, May and
Willie moved back to Sydney and then, with
Willie’s mother, they moved on up to Cooran-
bong and settled themselves on a forty-acre
property that Ellen White had bought on the
edge of the new college estate. At first they lived
in Ellen White’s camp meeting tent pitched on
the property, and then in time moved into
homes erected on Avondale Road. May and
Willie lived just across the street from where
Ellen had built her home, “Sunnyside.”

Eleven months later, in early April 1896, May
fulfilled the wildest dreams of both her husband
and her mother-in-law. She produced twin boys.
Ellen reported that she had been awakened at
10.00 p.m. by her nurse, Sarah McEnterfer, with
the news of the two noisy arrivals. May, howev-
er, recalls her mother-in-law actually being in the
room around the time when they were born and
that she “just clapped her hands” with joy and
then quickly took charge of the naming. “She
herself, named them all,” May reported. She
noted that Ellen White in choosing names for
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her two boys “got in her husband’s name” and
the names of her own boys. She decided on
James Henry, and Herbert Clarence. “In those
four names she got the names of her husband,
and all her boys. … She had them all named up
that night!”38 At one level, May “didn’t mind her
naming them.” That was the way things were in
this household, she reasoned to herself. But it did
cross her mind that this might be a mother-in-
law extending her reach too far. When pressed
she conceded that this was meddling “a little bit”
too far. “I didn’t resent anything,” she recalled. 
“I knew it was all right.”39

The first years of marriage for Willie and
May were not without their stresses and ten-
sions, however, particularly after the arrival of
the twins. Caring for two new babies, a fre-
quently absent husband, (nine months in
1897) and having two step-daughters (one of
them a fourteen-year-old) who were learning
to adjust to a new, inexperienced step-mother
was not easy. Having May’s elder brother and
his new wife boarding with the family added
to the demands on the family, as did the
strong presence of mother-in-law across the
street who noticed everything and was not
above intruding. In late 1896, Ellen criticized
May’s untidy kitchen, the children’s garments
that were sometimes not mended on time, the
lack of “heavenly atmosphere” and a sense of
“too much stir and bustle, noise and confusion,
disorder and untidiness.”40 The fact that the
criticism and the mother-in-law advice about
how to do better and how to organize the
house was expressed as sourced from a dream,
and clothed with the authority of the prophet-
ic voice, somewhat blurred the boundaries of
the relationships involved. But May’s willing-
ness to submit to duty, her strong spirituality,
and her deep affection for her mother-in-law,
clearly helped her to cope. This, however, was
no ordinary situation. Nevertheless, May was
glad that Ellen White was fond of her grand-
children and made time for them, counseled
with them, worked with the girls in the gar-
den, and took them for rides in her carriage.41

Ever practical, she bought the boys a small red
and blue wheelbarrow each when they turned
two years of age, and she was always available
to help nurture them spiritually.

The next time May gave birth to a baby boy
she related that she was much more proactive
about who would do the naming. With the
arrival of her fourth child, on October 6, 1907,
after the family had returned to the United
States, May staked a claim for Arthur as the
child’s first name and Lacey as his second. Her
reason, she explained, was that she had always
liked the name and no one objected. Asked by
the interviewer whether any of her family
twigged to the special meaning the name had for
her, she was inclined to think that no one
noticed.42 And so it was. If Ellen White’s first two
grandsons carried the names of her own special
men, her third grandson carried the memory of
May’s own long-ago love. May reported that she
was never unhappy as part of the White house-
hold. She was loyal, loving and true. But that
might not always stop one being wistful. Just
when her son Arthur learned of the significance
of his name is not clear, but it seems clear that
he eventually learned the secret.

A New Love for Ellen?
The mid-1890s was a season of tension between
love and duty in the White house. In 1896,
shortly after her son’s marriage, Ellen White
found herself also having to make a difficult
decision about whether to give priority to love
or to her sense of duty when it came to marriage
and her work. That year, her long-time friend
and colleague Stephen Haskell, who had lost his
wife two years earlier, made so bold as to
approach the widowed Ellen with a proposal of
marriage. It was a very appealing proposal. In
many ways the two were soulmates. They shared
together a deep love for the church and its mis-
sion and it is clear from her many, many letters
to Haskell that Ellen felt a tenderness for him. As
Jerry Moon notes, the correspondence with
Haskell is the most prolific of any that she had
outside that with her own family.43 In mid-1896,
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she arranged things with the brethren and
pressed an invitation to Haskell to come and
share in the work in Australia and help with the
new college in Cooranbong. W. C. White was
initially hesitant, but Ellen pressed, and the per-
sonal warmth of the invitation may have given
hope to Haskell that a proposal might be consid-
ered.44 Haskell arrived in Adelaide from South
Africa about October 12, in mid-Spring, and
joined Ellen White in ministering at the camp
meeting. They then made their way back to
Melbourne for meetings, travelling together
north to Sydney and arriving back at Cooran-
bong sometime during the last week of the
month. Haskell stayed with Ellen White for
about six weeks before going to New Zealand.
He apparently chose this time to press his suit. 

In many ways it was an attractive proposal
for Ellen White and she wrestled with it. As
Ron Graybill notes, her last decade of mar-
riage with James had been a difficult time,
with its lengthy periods of stress and separa-
tion; the downside of James’ temperament
had been aggravated by a number of
strokes.45 The loneliness of fifteen years of
widowhood, and the tenderness, affection,
and admiration she felt for Haskell, were a
strong pull on her emotions. The natural
affinity they had for each other was appar-
ently noticed by a member of the extended
family, Herbert Lacey, who reports that the
two “were very frequently together.” Some-
thing about the chemistry between the pair
prompted Lacey to ask Ellen White about the
possibility of a marriage to Haskell.46

Duty and a sense of the importance of her
larger responsibilities, however, persuaded Ellen
White that accepting Haskell’s proposal would
not be the best way forward, although deep
down she might long for the affection and the
companionship. As she explained to Lacey,
changing her name to Haskell would create
insurmountable problems for her publishers and
for her identity as a writer. How could she con-
tinue to write as Ellen G. White? The consola-
tion she found came from an assurance she said

had been given in a dream. Her son, W. C.
White, had been designated by the Lord to care
for her until her work was done.47 And indeed, in
mid-1897, the General Conference finally for-
mally assigned a salary and budget for him, to be
utilized in caring for his mother’s interests. Dis-
cussions had been going on about this possibility
since mid-1894, when it became clear that W. C.
White was not coping with his work as President
and was nearing a nervous breakdown. But what
to do with Haskell?

Ellen had earlier also invited a Miss Hetty
Hurd of California, now working in South
Africa, to come and assist with the new col-
lege in Australia. Hetty had been reluctant.
Now Ellen persuaded the disappointed Haskell
that he should think about marrying this
younger woman of their mutual acquaintance.
Haskell dutifully obeyed and wrote Hetty a
letter of proposal. Hetty responded almost at
once, booked passage to Australia and the
couple were married in Cooranbong on Febru-
ary 27, 1897. “We can sympathize and unite in
the grand work that you and I love, … Ellen
White wrote to Haskell later when congratu-
lating him on his marriage to Hetty.48 “In
everything which relates to this we are united
in bonds of Christian fellowship.” In the years
that followed, the Haskells often worked
closely with Ellen White, both in New South
Wales and later in California, and the corre-
spondence between them continued to be
warm and steady. 

The episode of Ellen White’s forfeited oppor-
tunity for re-marriage would probably be unre-
markable were it not for the existence of another
photograph. Just how much Ellen White experi-
enced the cost of turning down Haskell’s propos-
al may be indicated by the fact that in her last
years she kept a portrait photograph of the
handsome preacher on a shelf of the mirror cabi-
net, opposite her bed, in the bedroom of her
Elmshaven home.49 At Elmshaven today,
Haskell’s photograph has joined the collection of
photographs of the other men in her life, (her
husband and her four sons). The opportunity for
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love passed by in submission to duty was quietly
treasured by Ellen White, it seems, as a memory
of what might have been.

Arthur’s Return
May (Lacey) White was more fortunate than her
mother-in-law. For May, the love passed over in
submission to duty in 1895 was to be found
again in her later years. 

Just as May’s marriage to Willie had devel-
oped rather unexpectedly in 1895, so it came
to an end unexpectedly in September 1937,
catching her by surprise. After he turned
eighty years of age, May reported, Willie trav-
elled much less and spent more time at home
with her. The massage skills she had learned in
order to treat his mother forty years previous-
ly, now came in handy for her husband. For
three and a half years she observed, she gave
him a full hour-long massage that would send
him off to sleep each night. But on the night
of September 2 she noticed something wrong.
He had been overworking and woke up during
the night struggling to breathe. The next
morning, he slipped away, suffering a heart
embolism. He was buried in Battle Creek.

For the next seventeen years, May lived on
her own, enjoying her children and grandchil-
dren. And then, in 1955, Arthur Currow, now a
widower, made an unexpected re-appearance in
Glendale City, California, where his physician
son served at the Glendale Adventist Hospital.
May and Arthur’s paths crossed again. The old
chemistry, so long dormant, was still there, and
the flames of love blossomed anew. They were
married a week before Christmas, amid the
Christmas lights, at the romantic little chapel on
the third floor of Mission Inn, in Riverside. In a
delightful turn of events, it was Elder Arthur
Lacey White who performed the wedding of his
mother to the love she had turned aside, for the
cause of duty, six decades earlier. They enjoyed
eight-and-a-half years together. After Arthur’s
death in 1963, May lived another six years and,
on her demise, was interred with Willie in the
family plot in Battle Creek.50

The other woman in the stylish hat with Ellen
White, in the newly discovered 1905 photo-
graph, opens a wide window for us and reveals a
side of Ellen White not often in view, but which
helps to give a more complete picture of her
remarkable life. n
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“I Have Seen a Better Land”: 
Confessions of an Ellen White Biographer | BY TERRIE AAMODT

DISCUSSED | Ellen G. White, biography, biographer, historian

A
fter her first vision,
which she experienced
in December 1844 at
age seventeen, Ellen

White recounted how it included
experiencing the Second Advent and
entering heaven with Jesus. Then
she and the rest of the redeemed fol-
lowed Jesus to “a table of pure silver
… many miles in length … [filled
with] the fruit of the tree of life, the
manna, almonds, figs, pomegranets
[sic], grapes, and many other kinds
of fruits.” Ellen asked Jesus if she
could have some. “He said, not now.
Those who eat of the fruit of this
land, go back to earth no more. But,”
He continued, “in a little while if
faithful, you shall both eat of the
fruit of the tree of life, and drink of
the water of the fountain.” In the
meantime, He told her, “you must
go back to the earth again, and
relate to others, what I have
revealed to you.” An angel brought
her back “down to this dark world,”
as she described it. After this vision,
Ellen Harmon could not see the
world as others saw it. Her terrestri-
al surroundings would never seem as
beautiful as they had before her
vision. “Sometimes I think I cannot
stay here any longer, all things of
earth look so dreary,” she wrote
about a year later. “I feel very lonely

here, for I have seen a better land.”1

Ellen Harmon White could
describe a better land, but how does
the historian, and how does the
biographer, describe how she got
there, and how her first visionary
visit to heaven shaped her seventy-
year public career? Sometimes I won-
der why we even try—surely this task
must lie beyond the grasp of ordi-
nary mortals. But with a firm grip on
my ordinary mortality, I will describe
for you what I have learned about
this task. It has become clear that
there are things a biographer can do,
things she cannot do, and things she
must do. Here’s what I mean.

While she can examine and
report a prophet’s account of her
calling, the biographer cannot
describe the mind of God, or the
mechanisms by which He selects
someone to bear a special message
to the world. If explaining aspects of
God lies within the reach of human
capacity at all, it belongs to the
realm of the theologian. Using the
tools of the historian—diaries, let-
ters, published books, historical arti-
facts, public and private
documents—the biographer can
describe what was said to have hap-
pened, what one personage wit-
nessed happening to another, and
how people remembered later what
happened. To the extent that histor-A
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ical tools reveal probable causes and effects,
the biographer can analyze why something
happened. Even within those parameters, the
work of examining what is legitimately avail-
able to the biographer is a bit like sanctifica-
tion—it is the work of a lifetime.

What should shape these toils? Given the
significance of Ellen White for the Advent
movement, perhaps the biographer should
focus exclusively on affirming her prophetic
gift. On the other hand, given the amount of
time and ink that has been spent on that
endeavor for well over a century, perhaps it is
the biographer’s role to provide a corrective to
the hagiographic record, exposing the hidden
or suppressed details that would modify or dis-
confirm earlier accounts. Although the range of
choices and approaches may seem bewildering,
I maintain that there is only one thing that the
biographer can do, and in fact it is what she
must do: she must present the person whole.

I spent time thinking about this aspect of
the biographer’s task during a national aca-
demic conference on Ellen White in Portland,
Maine, held in October 2009. The proceed-
ings of that conference became the 2014 vol-
ume Ellen Harmon White: American Prophet,
published by Oxford University Press. At the
conference, nearly equal numbers of scholars
who were connected to the Adventist denomi-
nation and scholars who were not, discussed
the appropriate way to present the life story of
this significant but understudied figure to a
general audience of academic historians. Our
keynote speaker the first day was Professor
Joan Hedrick, the Pulitzer Prize-winning biog-
rapher of Harriet Beecher Stowe. Although
she had not studied Ellen White previously,
we sought her advice on how to examine and
report the life of a prominent nineteenth-cen-
tury American woman writer and activist. She
described the task of telling Stowe’s life story
in some detail to an audience of conference
participants and graduate students from the
University of Southern Maine.

At the end of her talk, the first person to

ask a question was Ciro Sepulveda, a history
professor from Oakwood University. He
inquired, “It’s clear from hearing your talk that
you have profound admiration for your sub-
ject, but how do you deal with the flaws?” At
that moment, a certain cohort of the audience
was all ears. Hedrick said in reply, 

I view them as great complications of the plot, as
good material for biographers. And the flaws bring a
person into sharp focus—they really do. Nobody is
human without having flaws. To see the flaws as
well as the virtues, and how they intersect—we can
all see in ourselves that our strengths also have a
downside. Seeing the human is seeing the human
being whole. I don’t see it as a problem but I see it as
a possibility. I see it as great literary material and
sometimes as great didactic material.

That point about seeing the person whole
is, I maintain, the distinction between biogra-
phy and hagiography. It sounds simple and
straightforward, doesn’t it? Just see the person
whole. What does that mean for the biogra-
pher? What does it mean for the biographer of
Ellen White?

I cannot claim the lofty eminence of
Stowe’s biographer, but I can describe what
the attempt to see Ellen White’s life whole
looks like approximately one-third of the way
through my manuscript. There are many
dimensions of her life story that deserve this
level of attention, including her injury, her
Methodism, her vision for her denomination,
and 1844, among others. Here I will explore
her circle of her family and her closest friends.

Her Circle—the White Family
As we endeavor to understand Ellen White
whole, a crucial part of our understanding
comes from her relationships to those closest
to her, particularly her own family. Her letters
to them provide the richest source of our
understanding of her personal life. Her corre-
spondence with her husband, James, reveals
the complexity of their relationship. They
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were colleagues, partners in the faith. They
shared pulpits at countless camp meetings and
churches for a couple of decades. They strate-
gized periodicals, books, and publishing.
When James spent several weeks on a speak-
ing tour after the birth of their fourth son her
letters to him were tender. “You may be
assured I miss your little visits in my room,”
she told him when the baby was three weeks
old, “but the thought you are doing the will of
God, helps me to bear the loss of your compa-
ny.… In much love, your Ellen.” A few days
later: “Write often. I am anxious to hear from
you.” And a few days after that: “I think if you
stay until the 27th of November it is plenty
long enough. I am very lonely here without
you.” James replied at one point, “I love my
family and nothing but a sense of duty can
separate me from them,” echoing a refrain he
and Ellen both used. But he too was lonely:
“O, I do wish you and Bub [the baby, yet
unnamed] were here, but in three long weeks I
shall see you, Lord will.”2

In mid-November, as Ellen regained her
strength, she ventured with her four boys on a
visit to family friends, Charles and Jane Glover,
in the country. It was apparently during this
trip that her baby, later named John Herbert,
contracted an erysipelas infection, and James
hurried home. After three weeks of agonizing
illness, the baby hovered near death. In the
wee hours of December 14, Ellen was called to
his bedside and knew his life was ending. “That
was an hour of anguish for me,” she wrote. 
“We watched his feeble, gasping breath, until it
ceased, and we felt thankful that his sufferings
were ended.” Deeply in shock, she did not cry.
“I fainted at the funeral,” she remembered, “My
heart ached as though it would break, yet I
could not shed a tear.…After we returned from
the funeral, my home seemed lonely. I felt rec-
onciled to the will of God, yet despondency
gloom settled upon me.” As she recounted to a
friend a few weeks later, “For weeks I had
watched over my suffering child with agoniz-
ing feelings which I cannot describe, and at last

I witnessed its death struggle, the closing of its
little eyes, but could find no relief by weeping.
My heart was full to bursting,” she remem-
bered, “but I could not shed a tear. His little
coffin was near me in the meeting house. My
eye rested upon it with such feelings of loneli-
ness as none but a mother bereft of an infant
can feel. I fainted, yet could not weep.”3 Ellen
White was typically guarded about her person-
al feelings, making this detailed description of
her grief unusual. She did not try to explain it
away or find a lesson from suffering. She sim-
ply described what she felt. Although many
experiences drove her to tears, the deepest
wells of her sorrow, after her accident and after
the death of her baby, left her dry-eyed in the
midst of her emotional devastation. She did
not try to explain why the shock of paralyzing
grief left her without tears. 

John Herbert’s death was just the beginning
of severe family trials. A few years later, when
James slipped into depression after he had the
first in a series of strokes in 1865, their rela-
tionship became stressed to the point of
incompatibility. In the 1870s Ellen arrived at a
decision. If “the work” beckoned, and if James
was unable to participate, she would go on
alone. James would continue to have problems
with his health and his emotional state for the
rest of his life, some of them famously docu-
mented in an exchange of letters between
Ellen and her best friend Lucinda Hall in
1876. Yet Ellen flew to his defense in Battle
Creek as the aging, increasingly querulous
founder sought to retain his influence over
church affairs. And she came to understand
how best to soothe him when he gave way to
depressive thoughts. As James’s biographer
Gerald Wheeler has noted, “Those who have
never battled depression or similar problems
cannot grasp what he constantly faced.”4

In 1880, Ellen, who had known her share of
despondency, wrote him a long letter, trying
to soothe the paranoid feelings that led him to
believe that his family and coworkers were
conspiring against him. In this moment of
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stress, we see how she had developed a
response to the suspicion and depression she
had experienced at various times: “Let us, dear
husband, make melody to God in our hearts.
Let us not be found accusers of our brethren,
for this is the work Satan is engaged in.” She
reflected the thinking and the discussions she
and James had had recently on the character
of Christ, as they discussed a series of art
prints on the plan of salvation and as she was
working on the manuscript that would become
The Desire of Ages: “Let us talk of Jesus and His
matchless love. I feel every day like deeply
repenting before God for my hardness of
heart, and because my life has not been more
in accordance with the life of Christ.” She
sought a sense of reconciliation with Christ
and with her loved ones: “I weep over my own
hardness of heart, my life which has not been
a correct example to others. Let us bring our-
selves into harmony with heaven and we will
then be in harmony with our brethren and at
peace among ourselves. Let us now, both of
us, redeem the time.” Her long experience as a
Methodist and a Millerite had taught her the
importance of honesty and humility in person-
al relationships even if she, like any other
human being, had not always lived up to her
ideals. She well knew the role of confession in
intimate relationships: “Forgive me for any
words of impatience that have escaped my
lips, every seeming act of wrong in your
sight,” she continued in her letter to James. 

During the last months of James’s life, the
couple were reconciled and James was charac-
terized by a sweetness that had eluded him
for many years. Dudley Canright, who had
experienced his own share of James’s wrath,
reflected that “I think I never saw Brother
White so tender and patient as he was these
last few months of his life.” A few weeks
before his death of malarial fever in 1881,
Ellen wrote, “When there was needed a man
to move forward in battling for the right, God
chose my husband and used him for the
upbuilding of His cause.” In 1906 as she

described her marriage to James she stated,
“He is the best man who ever trod shoe
leather.”5 Why would a biographer, or why
would a reader, for that matter, be interested
in this story? As we strive to understand what
a prophetic calling is, what a prophetic role
is, we may be tempted to think that a prophet
has some kind of hidden advantage. Shouldn’t
choices be clearer if you already have a good
idea of how the story will turn out? Shouldn’t
a prophet just know how to handle a given 
situation? To see a person whole, we must
understand how she responds to situations of
stress. And we must put those moments in 
the larger context of deep and long-standing
relationships. To grasp Ellen White, we must
understand her personal, professional, and
faith-based relationship with James.

Her Circle—Her Closest Friends
We also learn a great deal about Ellen White
by looking at her relationships with her clos-
est friends. It is often lonely being a prophet.
White sought companionship, but with the
intimacy of friendship also came her close
prophetic scrutiny into their lives. She valued
the skill and energy of younger associates
such as Uriah Smith and J. N. Loughbor-
ough, but she worried, sometimes substan-
tively, that their family lives would blunt
their commitment to the cause. She also sym-
pathized with their difficulties, however. As
the new year 1860 began, she reported sor-
rowfully on the attempts of family and
friends to care for John and Mary Loughbor-
ough’s only child, Teresa, who was not quite
two when she succumbed to tuberculosis.
“Oh, how sad the sight—a mother witnessing
the last agonies of her loved one, her only
child!” she confided in her diary. “We witness
the dying struggle. The little eyes are closed,
no more to look on earthly things. The little
prattling tongue has ceased. This is a dark,
dreary world. The whole human family are
subject to disease, sorrow, and death.”6 She
wept with the stricken parents and strove to
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comfort them as best she could.
Upon reflection, though, she came to

believe that Teresa’s death was preventable,
and that Mary could have spared her daugh-
ter’s life if she had been less selfish. Four
months after the little girl died, Ellen White
called John and Mary out for their friendship
with Carrie Carpenter, deemed by White as a
poor influence. She zeroed in on Mary, saying
that she and Carrie were “too closely linked.”
This “childish” relationship “greatly crippled”
John’s usefulness to the cause. And then there
was Teresa. “I dare not withhold,” White told
the still-grieving parents, “I was shown the
time and the occasion of Teresa, that frail
flower, receiving disease when it might have
been avoided as well as not.” She referred to
the fact that while John was away on church
business and Mary and her friend Carrie trav-
eled here and there, “You all three [Carrie,
Mary, and Teresa] were sleeping in the same
bed when Carrie was much diseased. You,
Mary, violated the laws of health. Your little
plant breathed in a feverish, poisonous atmos-
phere.” As White recounted it, Teresa became
ill, prayers were offered, and the little girl
improved. But Mary, “without consulting duty,
reason, or consequences,” took their little girl
on another trip. “Exposure again brought on
disease which had not been eradicated from
the system, and it took a deeper hold of the
vitals; the consequence was fatal.” Mary’s “sick-
ly dependence” on Carrie, White declared, “is
a sin.”7 This was not the first time Ellen White
had criticized Mary Loughborough’s values
and judgment, but in the context of the death
of her only child, this letter must have devas-
tated Mary.

Biographers have reported how Ellen White
wept at Teresa’s deathbed in January and how
Mary Loughborough attentively helped Ellen
as she gradually recovered from the birth of
John Herbert that September, dressing the lit-
tle boy almost every day, meeting Ellen and
her boys when they returned from their visit to
the Glovers in November, and mourning the

baby’s death with Ellen in December. But when
the biographer does not mention the April let-
ter, the story sounds different, and the conclu-
sions are different. Mary’s role helping Ellen
and the baby in the fall has a different level of
poignancy, given what had happened a few
months earlier. And, while Ellen’s letter to
Mary in April, taken in isolation, is harsh in
tone toward a grieving mother, the strongest
criticisms in her written testimonies typically
were directed toward those who caused the
vulnerable to suffer. The tone of her April let-
ter to John and Mary Loughborough was in the
vein of the criticisms she leveled at men who
physically abused their wives or were unfaith-
ful. The survival of the friendship between
Ellen and Mary during this difficult year tells
us a great deal about both individuals.

Probably Ellen White’s most graphic de -
scription of crushing personal sorrow is found
in her writings just after the death of John
Herbert in 1860. On the other hand, she did
not speak of devastating disappointment on
October 22; rather, she described 1844 as “the
happiest year of my life.” Why? When she
reminisced about 1844, she was not referring
to the Disappointment. For her, “1844” did not
conjure images of a traumatic, dismal failure,
with people waiting outside all day on the
22nd, increasingly shivering with cold as dark-
ness fell, and finally dissolving in tears. Nei-
ther did she return in her memory to the fever
pitch of anticipation—the thumping heart, the
catch in the breath from a sneak preview of
the sublime—that Millerites felt during the
final days, weeks and hours. Rather, she
recalled the absolute authenticity of her own
and her fellow believers’ experience. The Sec-
ond Coming was absolutely real and incredi-
bly close.

During that time of focused anticipation,
believers could no longer pretend to be better
than they were; no longer could they put off
confronting the shabby impulses that underlay
their personal weaknesses. Their real self would
experience this real event. It was too late to play
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games. The spiritual authenticity of 1844
brought deep happiness to Ellen Harmon. For
the rest of her life, she tried to tie the urgency
she felt about the approaching Advent to her
driving desire to recapture the openness and
honesty of 1844—on a personal level, and with-
in the Adventist community as a whole. We
need to keep that dynamic in mind when evalu-
ate the impact of Millerism on Ellen White’s life.

As she grew frail with advancing age and
could no longer travel to speaking appoint-
ments or write large volumes of material, the
Review and Herald published some of her materi-
als, designed for reading out loud on Sabbath,
either during Sabbath services or, for Adven-
tists who lived far from any church, to each
other at home. In November 1913, just before
her eighty-sixth birthday, the Review published
a message from Ellen White. She knew her
own life was nearly over, and she had told a
friend years earlier that she did not expect to
live until the Second Coming. As she thought
about her reunion with Jesus, which would
occur in what seemed to be the next instant
after her death, she sought to communicate to
Review readers why the Second Advent was
such a positive experience, and why being
ready to meet Christ mattered:

At his second coming all will be changed.… Christ
will come in his own glory… Then the last trump
will sound, the voice of God will speak, and the
whole earth, from the summits of the loftiest moun-
tains to the lowest recesses of the deepest mines, will
hear that voice. It will be heard in the dungeons of
men, in the caverns of the deep, in the rocks and caves
of the earth, and it will be obeyed. It is the same voice
that said, “Come unto me, all ye that labor and are
heavy-laden, and I will give you rest,”—the same
voice that said, “Thy sins be forgiven thee.” And
those who obeyed that voice . . . will now hear the
words, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant,
enter thou into the joy of thy Lord.” To them that
voice will mean rest, peace, and everlasting life. They
will recognize it as the voice of the One who has been
touched with the feeling of their infirmities.8

As we look at Ellen White’s life, the myriad
theological influences, the personal and family
relationships, the books she and her assistants
produced, and the institutions she inspired, we
will understand her best if we can grasp what
compelled her to endure. As she said in 1844,
“I have seen a better land.”  n
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Can The Gift of Prophecy Keep On Giving? | BY JONATHAN BUTLER

DISCUSSED | Ellen G. White, prophecy, book review

T
he Gift of Prophecy in Scripture and History, edited
by Alberto R. Timm and Dwain N. Esmond
(Silver Spring, MD: Review and Herald, 2015),
is actually a book about Ellen White’s prophet-

ic vocation and reminded me of how people get hired.
Very often, those responsible for filling a position write the
job description with a particular candidate in mind. They
interview a myriad of prospective hires. But all the while
they are thinking of the especially lustrous individual for
whom the job description was originally crafted. With the
other hopeful prospects that show up for the interview, the
hiring committee is more or less going through the
motions. The seemingly “open” job search is actually a fait
accompli. This book is divided evenly between the biblical
study of prophecy in general, and the historical study of
White in particular. The biblical essays on the “gift of
prophecy,” however, amount to a “job description” tailored
to White. Each chapter is therefore less an abstract discus-
sion of “the gift of prophecy” than it is an exploration of her
gift. Both halves of the book seldom stray any real distance
from White, and clearly the essayists want her for the “job”
of contemporary Adventist prophet.

When he characterizes the Old Testament prophets
(Chapter 1), Jeri Moskala is transparently describing Ellen
White.1 Like her, the Hebrew prophets were “sui generis, one

of a kind”; they could not manipulate or alter God’s mes-
sage; they offered special insights; they interpreted history;
they taught righteousness. Like her, they made accurate
predictions of the future, but their prophecies were condi-
tional, so that even when they were “wrong” they were
right. But did Old Testament prophets—or White—make
mistakes, either in the lives they led or in the messages
they delivered? Moskala writes that they did, but argues,
“There is a difference between a mistake and a mistake.”
On the one hand, biblical figures made egregious errors:
Abraham lied, Moses murdered, and David committed
adultery. On the other hand, their peccadillos were hardly
worth mentioning: grammatical gaffes and minor historical
inaccuracies. Based on the biblical model, it is not diffi-
cult for authors in The Gift of Prophecy to concede, in
principle, that White erred; it is quite another thing for
them to provide an actual example of any significance.2

In noting the many striking parallels between the bibli-
cal prophets and White, however, it is important to recog-
nize that White herself had been immersed in these very
Scriptures. As a result, she was fully capable of submitting
herself as a “job applicant” for prophet, so to speak,
whether she did so consciously or unconsciously, presup-
posing in her own mind the biblical specifications of what
she should be like as a prophet. When the essayists in The
Gift of Prophecy turn the pages of the Bible, they see White’s
image everywhere, like the Virgin Mary’s likeness in a
smudged window. But White’s similarities to the biblical
prophets need not be understood in preternatural terms.
After all, no book was more formative of her experience
than the Bible. In “applying for the job” of prophet, she
therefore knew just what the “job” entailed from a biblical
perspective. In effect, she had received the “interview ques-
tions” in advance and had come “prepared.” The Bible writ-
ers, then, had anticipated her, but she also had
remembered them.

Left, Alberto R. Timm, Co-Editor, Associate Director of the Ellen
G. White Estate. Right, Dwain N. Esmond, Co-Editor, Associate
Director of the Ellen G. White Estate



What authors in The Gift of Prophecy fail to
appreciate adequately—what White herself did
not fully understand—is the extent to which she
remembered the Scriptures as a person of her
time and place, her gender and ethnicity, as well
as her religious background and cultural biases.
In all fairness to her, prophets of any era rarely
recognize that their messages are culturally con-
ditioned. But like them, White was a product of
her times. This can be seen as both her most
salient qualification as a prophet and, ultimately,
her severest limitation. It was her timeliness that
made her so compelling to her contemporaries,
and it is that same culture-bound timeliness that
renders her remote and less relevant to many of
her spiritual descendants. How many of us find
her Testimonies for the Church to be as riveting and
moving as her contemporaries did? And it was
these Testimonies—not the Conflict series or the
later devotional writings on Christ—that nine-
teenth-century Adventists equated with the
“Spirit of Prophecy.”3 She would not, of course,
have accepted an assessment of her prophetic
vocation that admitted to its diminishing impact.
In her unequivocal view, God had spoken direct-
ly to her, not as an echo of her cultural milieu.

The essayists share White’s sense that culture
exerted minimal impact on anything divine.
Inspired writers were “culturally conditioned” but
only in their use of “language, grammar, syntax,
thought patterns, metaphors” and in other incon-
sequential ways. Their substantive message was
“transcultural because it comes from above, and
not the Sitz im Leben context or perspective.”4 But
such a viewpoint trivializes just how much
White’s culture affected her as a prophet. There
was far more to her humanity than the awkward
fact that, though advocating vegetarianism, she
lapsed into meat-eating herself, even consuming
gag-worthy oysters.5 The New Englander in her
seemed to have prompted both her health
reforms and some of her diet preferences.

What proves much more significant regarding
White’s relationship to her culture is the way in
which, like so many of us, she often looked into
the Bible and saw what she wanted to see.

When, as a nineteenth-century spokesperson for
temperance, she “saw” teetotalism among biblical
figures, including Jesus, it was more a case of
wishful thinking on her part than sound exege-
sis.6 Or when, as a nineteenth-century anti-
Catholic, she clearly “saw” the face of her
religious and cultural nemesis—Roman Catholi-
cism—in the opaque symbols of Revelation, she
had displayed more ethnocentrism than strict
Biblicism.7 Or when, as a sabbatarian Adventist,
she “saw” only her religious community as the
“Remnant,” or when, as a prophet, she equated
her gift—and no one else’s—with the “spirit of
prophecy” in her time, this probably tells us
more about White’s visions than John’s.8

The essayists find no fault with White’s inno-
cence, which she exhibited throughout her
career, of any notion that her culture may have
influenced her. In fact, in various ways, she
emphatically rejected the idea that it had. On
this there is no daylight between how they view
White and how she viewed herself. From the
early visionary who rebuffed the idea that she’d
been mesmerized, to the mature writer who
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combatted charges of plagiarism, White fiercely,
and at times defensively, dismissed the accusa-
tion that she’d been inordinately influenced by
anyone other than God.9 With respect to how
her inspiration had been affected by her culture,
writers in The Gift of Prophecy do not so much
provide a critical analysis of the prophet as histo-
rians typically do, but instead act more like press
secretaries who pass on White’s point of view. 

But White’s very understanding of inspiration
was itself a product of nineteenth-century Ameri-
can culture. Her insistence that she had not been
influenced was itself a sign that she had been.10

She clung tenaciously to the idea of her inde-
pendence, even though, in a series of well-known
instances, it did not fit the reality. In the 1860s,
she denied reading health reformers before writ-
ing her own tracts on health when, in fact, she
had read them. In the 1880s, she insisted that her
visions led her to select the historians who shared
her views when, more typically, the historians she
read colored her visions. In her time, to be inspired
implied being an empty slate on which God had
inscribed divine messages. There is no more
telling example that she was a woman of her
times than in the way she embraced this view.11

But she was, after all, anything but an empty
slate on which God wrote in immaculate prose.
Her slate had been filled and refilled by her own
life experiences. This tangle of the religious, the
psychological, the social and cultural had

scrawled itself there by way of sermons and
exhortations, books, pamphlets and newspapers,
as well as letters and conversations. She also fell
ill and depressed, she prayed and sang, she took
walks and carriage rides, she travelled great dis-
tances. And it was all these very human experi-
ences, both extraordinary and ordinary, that
scripted her visions. It is not easy to understand
the process. The gifted novelist tries to describe
where the ideas came from for their book. To
some degree, they were autobiographical. They
also seemed to have come out of nowhere. As
they say, there was both perspiration and inspira-
tion. Writing is work; it is also a gift. From time
to time, White attempted to relate her own cre-
ative process, not as a novelist, but as a visionary.
For her the visions were brilliant and spectacular
divine events, and each time they occurred it was
natural for her to lose track of their human
aspects. Ironically, the visionary herself proved
an unreliable witness as to the nature of her
visions. This was a way her humanity surfaced.12

The Gift of Prophecy covers new ground, and for
this it should be applauded. We come across
material in this book that we might not have
expected to find in a Seventh-day Adventist
study of prophecy. If we find fault with the way
that material is interpreted, we should nonethe-
less appreciate finding it in the book. We read in
Moskala and Larry Lichtenwalter (Chapters 1
and 8) of striking contrasts between the classic
Old Testament prophets and the prophets
described in First Corinthians 14. We gain
insights from Chantal and Gerald Klingbeil’s use
of the “cognitive sciences and psychology”
regarding the emotions of the prophets (Chapter
6), however unexpected such an interdisciplinary
approach might be for this book. We learn from
Richard Davidson (Chapter 7) that White
exegeted Scripture as though she knew the origi-
nal biblical languages, when she did not.

We read in the study by John Reeve and
Rodrigo Galiza (Chapter 10) of ecstatics, vision-
aries, and prophets in the Early and Medieval
Churches that a close reading of White’s Great
Controversy or her other historical writings do not

Though this facetiously illustrates the point, Ellen
White has remained the only recognized prophet
within Seventh-day Adventism.
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reveal. Likewise, we face the fact in Denis
Fortin’s essay (Chapter 11) that the magisterial
Reformers, whom White embraced, rejected the
very prophetic gift that she possessed. We also
learn from Michael Campbell (Chapter 12) that,
if sixteenth-century Reformers would have had
little use for White’s gift, nineteenth-century
Americans provided a lush environment for her
kind of prophetic claims. Judging by the exten-
siveness of my own marginal scribbling, I would
expect there is much for readers to learn from
Theodore Levterov on the early acceptance of
White as a prophet (Chapter 13), or the nature
of her authority throughout her later career in
Merlin Burt’s essay (Chapter 14), or her view of
the Scriptures, along with her use of them, as
covered by Alberto Timm and Frank Hasel
(Chapters 15 and 16), and, inevitably, her liter-
ary borrowing dealt with by Jud Lake (Chapter
17). Though these latter chapters may be mostly
review for serious students of White, they will be
read by conservative Adventists as much for their
slant as for their content. 

As a whole, The Gift of Prophecy points to
wider vistas on prophecy, both biblically and
historically, than Adventists are used to seeing.

But its authors fail to take full advantage of their
more expansive purview. Instead, they tend to
adopt a rather traditional view of prophecy
when it comes to White herself. Examples of
such parochialism permeate the volume. To cat-
egorize the biblical prophets or White as sui
generis or one of a kind, for example, implies that
prophetic experiences can only be understood
by using the unique tools of religious methodol-
ogy. Indeed, one must presumably be a believer
in the prophets to understand them fully; one
must be an Adventist to believe in White.
Adventists are fine with such an approach when
it comes to explaining their prophet, but are at a
loss when Mormons make claims for Joseph
Smith on the same grounds. This line of
thought also rules out drawing on disciplines
other than religion—biology, psychology, or
sociology—for insights into visionaries.13 The
Klingbeils, then, surprise us by enlisting cogni-
tive psychology to explain the emotions of the
prophets. They use cognitive psychology, how-
ever, only by cherry-picking the discipline.
They employ it to explain the emotional
response of the prophets to their visions but not
to account for the visions themselves.

In a careful analysis of prophecy in the
Corinthian community, Lichtenwalter appears to
see it as a template for Adventism’s prophetic
experience. Yet where was—and is—the
allowance among Adventists, including White
herself, for a multiplicity of prophets, as was
found in Corinth? And where was—and is—the
expectation among Adventists that they should
pass judgment on their prophet, as the Corinthi-
ans did on theirs, sorting out truth from error in
her writings?14 Surveying White’s uncanny
insights into biblical narratives without the
advantage of knowing the original languages,
Davidson reports many “burning heart” experi-
ences as an Old Testament scholar who can only
account for White’s glosses on Scripture as
miraculous. He admits, however, that he has not
yet researched the books in her library (and she
read other books as well).15 He will need to do
so for his thesis to be taken seriously. We will

Julian of Norwich (c. 1342–c. 1416), English mystic
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look forward to his sequel.
The chapter on the gift of prophecy in the

Early and Medieval Churches and the one on
the Reformation are as innovative and informa-
tive as any in the volume. Reeve and Galiza
recognize the gift of prophecy among groups
like the Montanists, the Donatists, and the
Waldenses. They acknowledge the gift as well
in women like Hildegard of Bingen and Julian
of Norwich. But they also introduce us to a
case of strange bedfellows.16 The fact that the
Catholic Church sought to repress generations
of prophets seems oddly suggestive of the tra-
ditional Adventist penchant for ignoring them.
Adventists, after all, never wanted to sanction
false prophets. Reeve and Galiza do credit
LeRoy Froom, A.G. Daniells, and George Rice
for tracing prophetic succession throughout
Christian history. But they chide Froom and

Daniells for allowing “prophets” into the tent
who do not belong there.17

In his helpful discussion of prophecy at the
margins of the Reformation, Fortin is similarly
critical of Froom and Daniells. He, too, wants
a sharper definition of prophecy that does
more to separate the wheat from the tares.18

This makes sense, but only if White herself
must undergo the same level of scrutiny. Just

as an example, if Hildegard cannot be includ-
ed among the “true” prophets, how can White
make the cut? As to a succession of prophets
from the second to the nineteenth centuries,
Froom and Daniells, to their credit, attempted
to do what White and other early Adventists
unfortunately neglected doing. Nowhere in
The Gift of Prophecy do the authors ask why
White, in searching for Adventism’s useable
past in The Great Controversy, should have affect-
ed such a profound historical amnesia with
regard to prophets between Bible times and
her own. Why would she have failed to
embrace her kindred spirits—her fellow
prophets, often themselves women—through-
out Christian history?

Campbell narrates a colorful travelogue
through the prophet-rich landscape of American
religious history in which White could easily

have been lost in the shuffle. As a postscript, he
asserts her uniqueness without offering credible
support as to why.19 Levterov reviews White’s
importance in the formation of early Sabbath-
keeping Adventism. At that time White was crit-
icized, from the outside, for being an
extrabiblical and marginal liability for Adven-
tists.20 Burt follows her through later Seventh-day
Adventist history when she sought to reach the

Left to right, Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), German mystic; John Bunyan (1628–1688), author of The
Pilgrim’s Progress; Ellen G. White (1827–1915).  In all the illustrations above, the inspired writers look 
heavenward for inspiration; no human sources of their writings are pictured. Placing herself in the good
company of other mystics, White adopted this pose a number of times. 
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outsiders with a more traditional evangelical emphasis.21

These two chapters, back to back, demonstrate not only
White’s capacity to reinvent herself, but her ability to pro-
vide Adventists with radically different reasons to believe in
her. It is the later White who aspired, as a writer, to be less
than inspired, in a way, and simply inspirational. Her liter-
ary borrowing reflected the change. The early White
leaned heavily on fellow Adventists; the later White was
more open to source material from non-Adventist biblical,
historical, and devotional writers.22 Jud Lake does his best
with the provocative question of her literary indebtedness.
Unfortunately, though he reflects an awareness of the his-
torical revisionism of the 1970s and early 1980s, he does
not sufficiently respond to it or integrate it into his argu-
ment. But there is no way of adequately addressing this
topic without a proper appreciation for the work of Ronald
Numbers, Donald McAdams, William Peterson, Walter
Rea, Fred Veltman, and Ron Graybill.

Like the American political scene, historians of Sev-
enth-day Adventism—and biographers of Ellen White—
seem to have polarized. On the “left,” non-Adventist
historians have discovered White, while ex-Adventists
and still-Adventists have rediscovered her. For them she
deserves the “job” as prophet, but her “resume” reveals the
psychological and cultural baggage of an ordinary and
flawed person. On the “right,” conservative Adventist aca-
demics, pastors, and administrators argue for the White
“hire” as a prophet because she is such a “stand-out candi-
date” that she may as well have fluttered down as an angel

from above. The
two factions need
to be talking to
each other, not
past each other.
In political terms,
The Gift of Prophecy
speaks from the
“right” to the
faithful who form
the base of the
party. It is unlike-
ly that anyone
other than the
Adventist base
will read the
book. By way of

contrast, the “left” recently published Ellen Harmon White:
American Prophet (lower left), edited by Terrie Aamodt, Gary
Land, and Ronald Numbers (Oxford University Press,
2014). This book has found a general readership, both
widening and deepening appreciation for White beyond
the reaches of Adventism. 

The church has more than enough writing on White for
the base. It is now ready to benefit from books on her for
the general public. It is an important way the gift of
prophecy can keep on giving. n
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the notion that there were degrees of inspiration, either in the

Bible or in her writings, or that aspects of her writings could be

challenged; in the way of inspired writings, it was all or noth-

ing; see, Selected Messages, I:17, 18, and Testimonies for the

Church, 5:671.

15. The Gift of Prophecy, 166.

16. Ibid., 210–211, 212, 214–215. 

17. Ibid., 209–211.

18. Ibid., 227–231. 

19. Ibid., 245.

20. Ibid., 253–254, 261–264. 

21. Ibid., 275–277. 

22. George R. Knight provides an overview of her writing

life in Meeting Ellen White: A Fresh Look at Her Writings, and

Major Themes (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald Publishing

Association, 1996), 91–106; on how her books were written,

see Douglass, Messenger of the Lord, 444–454; for an example

of the “later” White and literary borrowing, see Fred Veltman,

“The Desire of Ages Project,” Ministry, LXII (October 1990):

4–7. It is not always easy to parse the difference between the

“early” and “later” White with regard to literary dependence;

White’s Great Controversy, for example, evolved over several

decades and underwent major literary changes, drawing upon

both Adventist and non-Adventist authors. As it turned out,

however, White leaned heavily upon Adventist icon Uriah Smith

for many of her non-Adventist sources; see Ronald D. Graybill,

“How Did Ellen White Choose and Use Historical Sources? The

French Revolution Chapter of Great Controversy,” Spectrum, 4

(Summer 1972): 49–53. 
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Taking the Bible Seriously 
in Edward W. H. Vick’s Theology | BY JAMES J. LONDIS

DISCUSSED | book review, Edward Vick, inspiration, biblical authority

A
s early as 1978, an important article
appeared in Spectrum which featured the the-
ological efforts of (now former) Seventh-day
Adventist seminary professor Edward W. H.

Vick. It opens this way: “Edward W. H. Vick is an unusu-
al figure among Seventh-day Adventist theologians
because he has worked out his theological interests in a
more exacting and consistent fashion than his teachers or
contemporaries within the denomination.”1 Dr. Ron
Walden next identifies what it is to be a theologian who,
while using all the disciplines, wants to understand what
the text of the Bible means in contemporary culture.
Vick’s efforts to be helpful to the Adventist church were
then appreciated by few, even though his purpose was to
produce…“greater coherence and power in Adventist
preaching, provide a reasonable, integrated, satisfying set
of motives for Adventist life, and generally result in better
ministers, better Christians and better people.”2

Walden concludes his piece with a poignant hope:

If Edward Vick, who is not now teaching at an Adventist college,
had received more sustained encouragement, he might have devel-
oped more fully some of the intriguing hints dropped in his pub-
lished work and the Advent movement would undoubtedly have
benefited. As it is, perhaps, we may hope for more from his pen,
and especially for works in which his extraordinary methodologi-
cal suggestions are worked out to their substantive conclusions. 
If Adventist ministers, leaders and scholars were to confront such a
body of theological literature, agreeing where appropriate and 
disagreeing where necessary, but never relaxing the effort to under-
stand these matters, the church could only be better for it.3

Over the years, Walden’s wish for “more from his pen”
has been granted, even into Vick’s eighth decade. In a
prodigious effort, Vick has applied his theological acumen
and interests across a range of issues essential to the future

of Adventism, not the least of which is revelation, inspira-
tion and biblical authority. Published by Energion publica-
tions in 2011, Vick’s book From Inspiration to Understanding:
Reading the Bible Seriously and Faithfully burrows into the deep
caves of what most threatens the future of our church:
“What is the basis of Scriptural authority and what meth-
ods will enable us to interpret it as responsibly as we can?”
Without mentioning it by name, Vick’s research challenges
the adequacy of certain statements in the “Methods of
Bible Study” document approved by the General Confer-
ence. It is my purpose in this article to summarize this vol-
ume, thereby encouraging more Adventists to thoughtfully
engage it as we anticipate the report on hermeneutics for
the 2020 General Conference Session (voted at the 2015
Session in San Antonio, Texas).

To begin with, Vick, in granular fashion, details the vari-
ous ways contemporary believers approach the Bible, what
it means for the Bible to acquire the status of “Canon” in
the Christian Church, how the question of “inspiration”
relates to the Canon, and the reasons the Church takes the
Bible to be authoritative. His analysis of the “series of mis-
takes” often made by believers about “authority” is worth
the price of the book. All this resides in the first 100 pages. The
reader is challenged to think carefully (which few do)
about the meaning of the term “authority” and its relation
to Christian tradition and doctrine. Most Adventists, unfamiliar
with this history, need to know it if they are to have a view of the
Bible’s authority that is consistent with the history of how it came into
existence.

All this is prolegomenon to how we should understand
the basis of Biblical authority. In the past, the church has
linked that authority to its understanding of a doctrine of
“inspiration” which itself, over the millennia, has acquired
meanings which contribute to our present confusion. Vick
asks: Why and how, for the first time in Christian history,
have large portions of the Christian community embraced
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the concept of “verbal inspiration?” Currently
defended (along with its cousin “thought” or
“plenary inspiration”) largely by the fundamental-
ist wing of Protestantism, he asks whether their
infallibility and inerrancy view is even faithful to
the Scriptures it seeks to secure. “No,” is his
response, and lays out the confusion, inadequacy
and error of this approach.4 It follows what is
known as a “presuppositional methodology,”
which imposes on the Bible a pre-determined
understanding of the basis of its authority.

If, on the other hand, we allow it to speak for
itself and study the history of how the Bible
came to be, a doctrine of inspiration will emerge
that is more faithful to it. This will lead to a
greater illumination of the meanings we should
derive from it. Logic, then, requires concluding
that if our concept of “inspiration” shapes our
understanding of the Bible’s authority, it also
impacts what we conclude the Bible can reveal.
Put differently, it helps us perceive what we “do
not know, and why we do not know” the mean-
ing of every issue we think Scripture addresses. 

That God is living and active is a primary assump-
tion of the Old Testament. It is not concerned with
rational arguments or proofs, nor are the prophets reli-
gious ‘geniuses’ with highly developed powers. Revela-
tion is an act of God’s grace. He need not have
continued to reveal his purpose to Israel. He did so.5

Revelatory events were many, varied and
complex in Israel. Casual experiences, encoun-
ters, deep personal experiences; all became occa-
sions for Yahweh to reveal Himself. “God came
to men in many ways and at different times.…
He reveals himself to the one who is ready to
obey and to ‘perform’ the word he hears.”6

Like the Old Testament, the New Testament
does not understand the “knowledge” of God as
an intellectual achievement, but something per-
sonal and deeply relational. This in no way sug-
gests that “facts” are unimportant since before
the heart, so to speak, can respond appropriately
to the Jesus of the New Testament, its words
concerning Jesus must be understood. “The pur-

pose of revelation is not simply to impart infor-
mation, but to communicate the life of God.
Hence the condition of reception is not intellec-
tual acumen but trustful and obedient accept-
ance. This, the New Testament calls faith “… ‘By
this we may be sure that we know him, if we
keep his commandments.’”7

What Vick means for our understanding of
“revelation” is clear: God is the “subject” (the infi-
nite subject) of revelation, who takes the initiative
to make himself known. In our sinful, broken
state, we can neither find nor attain knowledge of
God. Philosophy and science cannot find God,
even though they are magnificent rational
achievements. Most especially, we humans can-
not understand or know ourselves through these
disciplines. “Information may be discovered. Love
may not. God is not ‘discovered.’ There is no rev-
elation without the presence of God…To insist
on this preserves the important conviction that
only what is beyond man’s situation can reveal
the nature of that situation.”8 Since one cannot
communicate love or pass on “presence,” the
Christian teaching of the Holy Spirit is essential
if one would adequately understand revelation.
Words spoken about God “may be empty, formal
and dead” if God is not present through the Spir-
it. There is little dissension among believers about
this portion of Vick’s discussion.

However, the book then moves into perhaps
the most contentious of all the issues: 

A doctrine of inspiration, if it is to be at all satisfacto-
ry, must take into account the facts about how the
books of Scripture came into being and how they were
recognized as special books. Different writers have
understood the idea of inspiration in different ways.
We examine some views and consider carefully possi-
ble meanings for the term, inspiration. Does inspira-
tion have to do with the process i.e. the composition of
the book or the product of the writing, or with both?
The great diversity in the writings, and the practice
within the churches in using and valuing some por-
tions of Scripture over others, means that a ’flat’ doc-
trine of inspiration is unsatisfactory, i.e. one which
claims that all parts of Scripture are equally inspired.9
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In short, if the authority of the Bible is based
primarily on the doctrine of “inspiration,” any
defensible theory must “take into account how
the scriptural books came into being and how
they became part of the canon.”10 Beliefs that
ignore this process or give it insufficient impor-
tance must be rejected. 

It is a common mistake to veil the variety of view-
points, teachings, aims, styles, approaches, theologies,
by simply speaking of the ‘the Bible.’ But the Bible is
too diverse for that. [An adequate theology of inspi-
ration cannot]…assume such unity. It is a fatal
weakness of traditional inspiration theories that they
either chose to overlook, or just did not see, the diver-
sified character of the Bible itself.11

In Vick’s analysis, no currently supported doc-
trine of inspiration in very conservative church
groups will stand up under careful investigation;
not verbal, not inerrancy, not infallibility, not
even—strictly speaking—“plenary” or “thought”
inspiration. One cannot base Biblical authority
on one’s theory of inspiration, even if one
assumes that those rare biblical texts that refer to
“inspiration” (I Tim. 3;16, e.g.) are clear and self-
evidently true. The Greek theopnuestos (literally
“God-breathed”), translated “inspiration,” will not
support the English meaning given to it, nor is
the Greek meaning of the term transparent. 

Vick further notes that if one moves away
from the fundamentalist or even reformed evan-
gelical theory of revelation/inspiration (the latter
supported by many, but not all, Adventist schol-
ars), one cannot simply appeal to the “plain read-
ing of the text” as a sufficient basis for
interpretation. That approach makes two ques-
tionable assumptions: First, that any passage in
any given biblical book may be illuminated by
comparing it with other passages in other books.
Second, that each book in the canon was the
result of a process in which the Spirit dominated
the writers to ensure that their teachings were
consistent with each other. 

Letting the sixty-six books of the canon book
“speak for themselves,” therefore, does not and

cannot result in theological consistency. Even
when a New Testament writer quotes an Old
Testament passage as a Messianic prophecy, we
must be cautious. “Out of Egypt have I called my
son” cannot be used with impunity to refer to
Jesus’ escape into Egypt to avoid Herod’s effort
to kill him. Early church usage of the Old Testa-
ment cannot exercise the same authority for us
that it did for them because we understand the
function of those texts very differently. Nor will
it do to argue that when an “inspired” New Tes-
tament writer quotes an Old Testament passage
and applies it to Jesus differently than the pas-
sage indicates, that this makes his interpretation
“inspired” and therefore correct. Having said
that, it is important, says Vick, to note that the
New Testament writers did urge believers to see
in the events surrounding Jesus the fulfillment of
the promises given to Israel throughout its history.

Vick makes the case that we must locate the
canonical status of Scripture elsewhere. This is
not to suggest that the Bible is not the result of
God’s activity, only that no body of sacred
writings can have authority over a given faith-
community if that community does not accept
its authority. Reasoning which assumes that a
few obscure allusions to Biblical texts can
ground the authority of the Bible is both circular
and weak. In short, it is imperative that believ-
ers keep the authority of the Bible independent
of theories of inspiration. “No account of how
the book came to be what it is can explain why
it has authority now.”12

What does the preceding analysis imply for
interpreting the Bible, the so-called “hermeneuti-
cal” issue? Vick’s comments do not amount to a
“theory” of interpretation similar to those
developed by prominent philosophers like
Hans-Georg Gadamer or Paul Ricouer. Instead,
he pulls out of his considerations several prag-
matic proposals to help the modern believer
relate more thoughtfully to Scripture, including
its most troubling portions.

Reading the Bible, even for devotional pur-
poses, is “interpreting” it. The believer is look-
ing for meaning and guidance in how to live
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one’s daily life. Most Christians do not read
Scripture “to inform themselves about ancient
history, nor to ‘prove’ some dogmatic position,
nor to enjoy it as literature.”13 It is read to bet-
ter understand God’s ways and will and to hear
God “speak,” as it were, to each person and to
the church. Reading for that purpose requires
that you must understand the text and what it
means; it is to “interpret” the text. While it
may, at times, be a relatively simple matter,
very often interpreting the text is complex.
Name any discipline in science or the humani-
ties, including theology, and you will find that
one has to master its vocabulary. “It takes time,
expenditure of effort and a degree of intelli-
gent and sustained interest to grasp such
meanings. The professional is often not able to
interpret adequately to the layman the mean-
ings which he, the professional, understands.”14

“Interpretation” has a variety of meanings
which should not be conflated or confused. It
may refer to “translation” from one language to
another, to rendering meaning for an obscure
passage from the ancient past, or helping some-
one catch the meaning of an artistic creation.
Most of us recognize that to interpret a non-ver-
bal Beethoven symphony, musicians with high
performance skills are required. “But something
similar must be said when the subject matter is
verbal.…In the case of the New Testament for
example, knowledge of Greek and of the contem-
porary culture and history; secondly, a sympathy
with the author, and a desire to understand him;
thirdly, a disciplined imagination to render the
meaning…in an appropriate way.”15

This process often leads to rival theories that
require us to “interpret the interpretations.” How
does one do that? Every discipline must confront
this challenge, including theology. Vick poses a
series of questions to highlight the difficulties in
this many-layered interpretive process. “What
was the written text interpreting, and how can
we (the contemporary interpreters) understand
that? We have to find our way through the many
divergent interpretations of Christian teaching.”
Since most interpretations claim to be based on

the text of Scripture, we are forced to interpret
the interpretations. This brings us to a third
question: “How shall we, modern interpreters,
understand our contemporary situations in the
light of our Christian faith?”16

We live in a culture very alien to the Biblical
writers, making it difficult for us to believe, think
and feel as they did. Vick is concerned that many
dismiss “the Christian message of God’s love in
Jesus Christ because they feel that they are being
asked to believe, in connection with the essential
message, things they cannot believe.” In Scrip-
ture’s religiously saturated culture, nothing hap-
pened unless God somehow willed it, from
sickness to good fortune. Miracles were far more
prevalent, as were human contacts with supernat-
ural beings. “Today’s is a context in which
thought is secular, scientific, historical, post-
Enlightenment and analytical.…In short, we are
modern readers dealing with an ancient book.”17

While we can strive to be faithful to the
meaning of the writer as we study his text within
his culture, what do we do to be faithful to what
his meaning would become in our culture? Do
we handle snakes to prove we trust God? Do we
refuse to allow women to speak to teach men as
counseled in I Tim. 2:11–15? When a loved one
is dying, shall we avoid medical science and rely
solely on prayer? Are we really to think that we
live in a three-storied universe with the stars in a
dome? When millennia separate us from the bib-
lical writer, we cannot presume to understand his
meaning simply because it has meaning for us.
What does it mean to be “faithful” to his mean-
ing? He interpreted the meaning of the revela-
tion of God in Jesus Christ for his time; we must
interpret it as it occurs in ours.

How are theologians to be faithful to the
Bible in constructing theology, Vick asks? Do
we merely repeat what the Scriptures say?
That is not interpreting and betrays the ethical
obligation of the theologian to admit that he
stands within a tradition of interpretation that
cannot be sidelined, even if he disagrees with
portions of it. Notice Vick’s quotation from
theologian Langdon Gilkey:
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‘In the Christian tradition these symbols find their nor-
mative expression, and for theology their source, in the
Scriptures, since their primary reference is to the events
of revelation to which the Scriptures witness. It is these
symbols that are reinterpreted in various ways in tradi-
tion; and it is they that the theologian must reinterpret,
re-present, in a manner intelligible to us and yet ‘appro-
priate’ or faithful to their sense in their original locus.’18

“Symbols” like the following: “God as Lord, as
judge, as electing, choosing, covenanting, God
as giver of the Law, God as redeemer, God as
faithful, covenant, the elected people, the Messi-
ah, the New Age to come.” Again: 

The awesome and risky task of ‘constructive’ or ‘system-
atic’ theology is to propose a unified contemporary
understanding of that same complex of symbols, and
understanding that is (a) faithful to their original sense
in Scripture and tradition, (b) adequate to our own gen-
eral experience, and (c) intelligible in our time.19

Vick points to “offensive biblical passages” that
should trouble those who reject a historical
approach to Scripture. One may “then be in the
irrational and untenable position of having to
acknowledge that all the directives of Scripture
[are] binding, having their source in the divine.”20

Elisha the prophet, for instance, instigates Jehu’s
revolution, sending one of the sons of the prophets
to appoint him King of Israel. Jehu, accepting this
honor, shoots Joham and Ahaziah, orders the mur-
der of Jezebel, demands that Ahab’s seventy sons
be beheaded, and then obliterates all associates of
Ahab. Following the slaughter of the Baal prophets
and a number worshipping at their temple, the
Bible states “For this butchery and slaughter, the
Lord commends Jehu” (II Kings 9,10). 

When we couple the Jehu passage with Paul’s
comments about the shamefulness of women
speaking in church (I Cor. 14:33–45) and the
Old Testament’s putting to death of homosexu-
als (Lev. 20:13), we must admit that the tradi-
tional understandings of the inspiration of
Scripture require modification. The historical
distance between then and now requires our

thinking differently about “then.” It is here that
the various “criticisms” or methods of interpreta-
tion become necessary, even if not always defini-
tive. A case in point: a number of biblical
manuscripts do not always agree on the wording
of specific passages. Which rendering is most
likely the original (or closest to it) is an impor-
tant question to answer, and scholars use sound
principles in that task, a “critical” approach to the
Bible known as textual criticism. Other so-called
critical tools may also be helpful when used judi-
ciously and within the theologian’s commitment
to the Bible as God’s revelation.

Finally, we do not (and cannot) unthinking-
ly accept the pre-scientific explanations of
biblical events, including those in the New
Testament. No one today would argue that
disease and disabilities are punishment for sin
in one’s family history or personal life. Nor
can we assume that all New Testament “demo-
niacs” were possessed of demons. Medical sci-
ence now accounts for their behaviors
(bipolar, psychotic) quite convincingly. Still,
in spite of our historical and cultural distance,
with all of its attendant challenges, Vick ends
his volume with these encouraging words:

In interpreting the Bible, the Christian interpreter is
dealing with the revelation of God. The believer con-
fesses that here one encounters the living God.
Through these words God encounters him. He finds
that God comes to him, speaks to him, becomes a real-
ity in his experience. Hence the Bible is not simply a
book to be studied as literature. What the Christian
interpreter reckons with is that the reality of God has
become known and is becoming known through Scrip-
ture. It is the same God known through Jesus Christ
to those who in the New Testament witnessed to their
faith. So the interpreter presupposes that the reality
revealed to him is the same reality revealed to them.21

In today’s world, skeptical of all things
concerning “faith” in the God of the Bible,
Edward W. H. Vick’s trenchant theology of
inspiration, revelation, and Biblical authority,
coupled with the importance of careful princi-
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ples of interpretation, contribute significantly to
making the reality of the God of Jesus Christ more
rationally compelling and eminently worthy of wor-
ship. For this, all believers, including Seventh-day
Adventists, owe him their profoundest gratitude. n

James Londis received his PhD in philosophy from Boston Univer-

sity while a professor of religion at Atlantic Union College. In 1975,

he became the senior pastor of the Sligo Seventh-day Adventist

Church and most recently served Kettering Col-
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Humanities and Social Sciences. He has published

two books, several scholarly articles, and dozens

of articles for Seventh-day Adventist journals.

References
1 Ron Walden, “Edward Vick’s Passion for Theology,” Spectrum

8, no. 3: 48.

2. Ibid., 51.

3. Ibid., 55.

4. For complementary treatments of the issues addressed by Vick, see

James Barr, The Scope and Authority of the Bible, (Philadelphia: Westmin-

ster Press, 1980), 52–64; Dewey M. Beegle, Scripture, Tradition and Infal-

libility, (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1973); Paul J.

Achtemeier, Inspiration and Authority: Nature and Function of Christian

Scripture (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic Publishing, 1999), 91–156.

5. Edward W. H. Vick, From Inspiration to Understanding: Read-

ing the Bible Seriously and Faithfully. (Gonzalez, Florida, 2011), 177,

passim.

6. Ibid., 183.

7. Ibid., 184–186, passim.

8. Ibid., 187.

9. Ibid., 114.

10. Ibid., 116.

11. Ibid., 121.

12. Ibid., 159.

13. Ibid., 311.

14. Ibid.

15. Ibid., 313–314.

16. Ibid., 314–315, passim. 

17. Ibid., 317.

18. Langdon Gilkey, Message and Existence. (New York: The

Seabury Press, 1980), 56; quoted in Vick, 324.

19. Ibid., 57; quoted in Vick, 325.

20. Ibid., 330.

21. Ibid., 342.

Adventist Forum

2016 Conference

NON-VIOLENCE AND 

THE ATONEMENT

Gregory Boyd
Herb Montgomery
Clifford Goldstein

Richard Rice
Jean Sheldon

Keisha McKenzie

Silver Spring, Maryland
September 16–18, 2016

(916) 774-1080 for information



76 spectrum VOLUME 44 ISSUE 2 n 2016

H
TT

PS
://

EN
.W

IK
IP

ED
IA

.O
RG

/W
IK

I/W
IL

LI
A

M
_B

LA
K

E'
S_

IL
LU

ST
RA

TI
O

N
S_

O
F_

TH
E_

BO
O

K
_O

F_
JO

B

A plate from William Blake’s Illustrations
of the Book of Job, a series of twenty-two
engraved prints published 1826.



77WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG n book reviews

An Adventist Wycliffe: In Defense of God 
and Human Freedom | BY ALDEN THOMPSON

DISCUSSED | book review, theodicy, apologetics, questions

D
oes Sigve Tonstad get any sleep at all? If
he is not grappling with the difficult issues
confronting humans in their search for a
credible God, he is writing monumental

books about those struggles. God of Sense and Traditions of
Non-sense (GoS) joins three other substantial volumes that
have appeared under his name in the last ten years, each
with an impressive bibliography and helpful indexing.1

The precursor of GoS appeared in 2000 under the title
The Scandals of the Bible.2 In this modest little book of 154
pages, the Norwegian-born physician and biblical scholar
describes the issues that haunt him: “I have chosen a cate-
gory of scandals that concern God’s silence in the face of
evil with all its atrocities. It is God’s apparent and disturb-
ing inaction that has been most puzzling to me, as it has to
many others.”3 In short, his focus is theodicy, the attempt
to justify the existence of a good and powerful deity in the
face of evil. Now, sixteen years later, that little book has
mushroomed into a spectacular magnum opus of 453 pages,
published by Wipf and Stock, a major U. S. press. 

In GoS, the use of the term “non-sense” does not at all
refer to mere “foolishness.” Rather, Tonstad is addressing a
deeply-rooted tradition that, in the name of “human inca-
pacity” and “divine inscrutability,”4 would deny human
beings their right to pose their questions to God. Key
spokespersons for that oppressive tradition include Job’s
friends (especially Elihu), Augustine of Hippo (354–430),
Martin Luther (1483–1546), John Calvin (1509–1564),
and Karl Barth (1886–1968), a startling list of villains, to be
sure. Elihu’s modest fan base makes him a safe target. But
Augustine, Luther, Calvin and Karl Barth are all heavy-
weights. Even in Adventism, Ellen White’s The Great Contro-
versy dedicates some sixty pages to Luther, and another
seventeen to Calvin.5

But before we turn specifically to the book’s arguments,
let me explain a line in my title: “An Adventist Wycliffe.”

As I worked
through the book
I kept thinking of
an Ellen White
quotation that
had an incendiary
impact on me
when I was a
young Adventist
reading The Great
Controversy. Refer-
ring to John
Wycliffe, the
“morning star” of
the Reformation,
Ellen White
wrote: “Wycliffe
received a liberal
education, and
with him the fear
of the Lord was
the beginning of
wisdom. He was noted at college for his fervent piety as
well as for his remarkable talents and sound scholarship. In
his thirst for knowledge he sought to become acquainted
with every branch of learning.”6 The whole paragraph is a
passionate affirmation of learning in the service of God. At
a time when the church’s scholars are often viewed with
suspicion, Tonstad has “sought to become acquainted with
every branch of learning.” The enormous breadth of
knowledge reflected in GoS is what triggered the connec-
tion with Wycliffe. And it’s all there: biblical studies,
church history, Holocaust literature, modern novels. Aston-
ishing is not too strong a word. 

From one perspective, I suspect that Wycliffe, a strong
advocate of predestination, would join Tonstad’s list of vil-

Sigve Tonstad, God of Sense and Tradi-
tions of Non-sense. Eugene, OR: Wipf and
Stock, 2016. Xxii + 453 pages.
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lains in this particular project. The only interest
most predestinarians have in theodicy is to
oppose it. And this book is serious theodicy. But
depending on the agenda, we all choose up sides
differently. Just as Ellen White admitted that
Calvin as a public leader was not “faultless nor
were his doctrines free from error,”7 so Tonstad
states: “A comprehensive representation of the
lives, work, and legacies of people like Augus-
tine, Martin Luther, or Karl Barth would look
different from the one given here and in many
respects be admirable.”8

Though Tonstad’s title highlights the crucial
tension between those who need the freedom to
confront God (sense) and those who feel the
need to curtail that freedom (non-sense), another
two-part agenda could just as easily receive top
billing: 1) the defense of the miraculous in Scrip-
ture; and 2) an apology for a personal demonic
being who opposes God. The two are closely
linked, for if one denies the supernatural, a per-
sonal devil vanishes as well. And when that hap-
pens, Tonstad suggests, one stands helpless
before the horrors of the Holocaust. 

In that connection, he cites a famous quote
from the German New Testament scholar,
Rudolph Bultmann (1884–1976): “It is impossible
to use electric light and the wireless and to avail
ourselves of modern medical and surgical discov-
eries, and at the same time to believe in the New
Testament world of spirits and miracles. We may
think we can manage it in our own lives, but to
expect others to do so is to make the Christian
faith unintelligible and unacceptable to the mod-
ern world. The mythical eschatology is unten-
able for the simple reason that the parousia of
Christ never took place as the New Testament
expected. History did not come to an end, and,
as every schoolboy knows, it will continue to run
its course.”9

What was so unnerving for me was the con-
nection Tonstad drew between Bultmann’s con-
descending statement—“as every schoolboy
knows”—and the Holocaust. Tonstad ticks off
the rising crescendo of horrors that stalked the
Jews in Germany, “undeterred by the racial

Nuremberg Laws of 1935; by the dismissal of all
Jewish university professors the same year; by
the Kristallnacht of November 9, 1938, when
Jewish property was vandalized and synagogues
burned to the ground all across Germany; by
the decree on September 1, 1941, that all Jews
had to wear a yellow star in public; and by the
mass deportation of Jews that began on October
15, 1941.”10

Tonstad quotes Bultmann’s biographer, Kon-
rad Hammann, as saying that “Bultmann wanted
his students ‘to continue doing theology’ in the
direction shown by Karl Barth in 1933, ‘as if noth-
ing had happened.’”11 His search for “benign ways to
tame the beast” included his (failed) efforts to
convince Barth to join him in signing an oath of
loyalty to Hitler.12 Tonstad notes that Bultmann’s
quote about the modern use of electricity and
the wireless is horribly ironic when “the electric
lights are turned off in the gas chambers at
Auschwitz, and when the radio fails to report
live from the scene.” The failure of Christianity is
also reflected in the fact that in 1938, when the
disasters began to mount, “the persecuted Jews
were not at all or hardly prayed for.”13

But now let’s look at the genealogy of GoS as
reflected in Scandals, its out-of-print precursor.14

While there are brief glimpses of the Holocaust
in that little book, its primary focus is on “scan-
dalous” biblical stories, almost all of which show
up in one form or another in GoS. After opening
with “The Concubine’s Long Night” (Judges
19–21), Scandals touches on all the right stories
and all the right people, including the great bib-
lical skeptics who were unafraid to confront God
over evil: Abraham, Moses, Job, Elijah. 

The most notable contrast, however, between
Scandals and GoS lies in the overall structure. In
GoS, the opening lines focus on the Holocaust;
the story of the concubine does not appear until
the eleventh chapter of twenty-one. But I was
also struck by a notable omission and a signifi-
cant addition in GoS, at least when compared
with Scandals. The omission is the chapter on
“Child Sacrifice,” intriguing because GoS pro-
vides a rich analysis of both Genesis 18 (Sodom)
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and 22 (sacrifice of Isaac), noting, in particular,
Abraham’s tenacious worry that the “Judge of the
all the earth” might destroy the innocent and the
wicked together. But Tonstad does not attempt
to explain why Abraham, after his brave con-
frontation over Sodom, heads to Mt. Moriah
without a whimper. Might a solution lie close at
hand in the missing chapter, “Child Sacrifice”? 
In Abraham’s day, as throughout the Old Testa-
ment, child sacrifice had come to be seen as the
highest gift to rapacious gods. If everyone else
was sacrificing their firstborn son to their gods,
why would not Abraham be asked to do the
same for his God?

An intriguing GoS addition to the narratives
found in Scandals appears in the analysis of Job,
namely, the suggestion that the vivid description
of the untamed Leviathan in the second divine
speech in Job is a reference to a demonic being.15

That addition is not mentioned in Scandals.
But what is most striking about GoS is the full-

fledged application of the principles adumbrated
in Scandals to our modern world in light of the
Holocaust. Tonstad opens with a horrific narra-
tive from his native Norway. At 5:00 a.m. on
November 26, 1942, 100 taxis fanned out across
the Norwegian capital Oslo, each one accompa-
nied by three armed men and led by a police-
man. They rounded up 302 Jewish men, 188
women, and 42 children. Shortly before 3:00
that same day, the German ship Donau left Oslo
with its human cargo. Less than a week later, in
the evening of December 1, all the women and
children were murdered.16 The vivid images doc-
umented in that opening narrative reverberate
throughout GoS.

I
n many ways, GoS reads like a modern
novel, with chapters on biblical narratives
interleaved with segments on ancient and
modern literature; the narratives are often

left open, then picked up again later in the
book as the “plot” thickens. The Christian apol-
ogist Origen (185–254) and his dialogue with
the deceased second-century Celsus is one of
those recurring themes, as is the extensive treat-

ment of The Brothers Karamazov, the capstone
work of the Russian novelist Fyodor Dosto-
evsky (1821–1881). In particular, Ivan Karama-
zov’s “poem,” “The Grand Inquisitor,” assumes a
central role in Tonstad’s depiction of the vivid
contrast between the suffering God revealed in
Jesus and the domineering God of power as
seen by imperial theologians.17

On balance, the book is a tour de force, all the
more so because Tonstad’s beautiful prose is
unmatched. And he isn’t even writing in his
native tongue.

But I must close with a reference to an unfin-
ished task thrown into bold relief by GoS, name-
ly, the question of how to do justice to the role
of a sovereign God in human experience. How
does one account for the beauty and power of
monastic lives, for example, in the Roman
Catholic tradition, lives such as Thomas Merton
(1915–1968) and Henri Nouwen (1932–1996)? 

Perhaps the need to worship an all-powerful
God is reflected in the “Trial of God,” described
in several forms by Holocaust survivor Elie
Wiesel, whose God died at Auschwitz and who
makes several appearances in GoS. In the intro-
duction to Wiesel’s dramatic presentation of the
trial, Robert McAffee Brown tells how a teacher
of Talmud befriended the fifteen-year-old Wiesel
in Auschwitz. This is the story as Brown recounts
it: “One night the teacher took Wiesel back to
his own barracks, and there, with the young boy
as the only witness, three great Jewish scholars—
masters of Talmud, Halakhah, and Jewish
jurisprudence—put God on trial, creating, in that
eerie place, ‘a rabbinic court of law to indict the
Almighty.’18 The trial lasted several nights. Wit-
nesses were heard, evidence was gathered, con-
clusions were drawn, all of which issued finally
in a unanimous verdict: the Lord God Almighty,
Creator of Heaven and Earth, was found guilty of
crimes against creation and humankind. And
then, after what Wiesel describes as an ‘infinity
of silence,’ the Talmudic scholar looked at the
sky and said ‘It’s time for evening prayers,’ and
the members of the tribunal recited Maariv, the
evening service.”19
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Another paradox: Why is it that predestinari-
an, Augustinian/Calvinist parents tend to give
birth to free-will Arminian/Wesleyan children,
while free-will parents tend to give birth to those
who cherish a sovereign God? Some years ago at
a seminar in a solidly free-will United Methodist
Church in Pensacola, Florida, I asked the some
forty-five Methodists in attendance how many of
them had family or friends who had once stood
in the free-will tradition, but who had shifted
their loyalties to the evangelical/Reformed tradi-
tion. Virtually every hand went up.

My commitment to the body of Christ, which
for me means a big-tent Adventism—or a big-
encampment Adventism (to borrow a phrase
from John Webster of La Sierra University )—
forces me to address that issue. What is impor-
tant to both Sigve and me is that we both must
ask our questions. We may not find the answers,
but we must be free to ask our questions. I look
forward to long hours of conversation with Sigve
and others as we pursue the questions raised in
and by his magnificent book.  n

Alden Thompson is professor of biblical studies at Walla

Walla University. His books Inspiration: Hard Questions, Honest

Answers and Escape from the Flames: How Ellen

White Grew from Fear to Joy and Helped Me to

Do it Too have played an important role in the

community discussion about Ellen White.
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Sabbath

BY RUTHIE HEAVRIN OROZCO

Rows of heads peer forward
but my head, which has always turned
toward my thoughts, stares through
stained glass in search of Dickinson’s

bobolinks. I have left my studies between
the pages of the week, and my songs

have already been sung.
The church diminishes with each passing

flower and I count my steps to track
my wandering mind. My reflection appears

in a tree and I imagine God waiting
for me, there.

“Come,” the Creator once said
in a dream. “Sit beside placid, blue waters

and feel warmth from a stoic sun.”
The Easter grass growing on the tree

cushions me like the air beneath Christ’s feet.
“Follow,” they say and I leave

my congregation behind
as I ascend the mountain.
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Ruthie Heavrin Orozco is a graduate
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