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Introduction 
It is the purpose of this paper to:

1. Briefly describe aspects of the denominational context
and the organizational design of the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church in 1863;

2. List and briefly discuss a number of factors which led to
the reorganization of the Church in 1901–1903;

3. List the changes that reorganization brought to the or-
ganizational structures of the Church;

4. Locate mission as the primary impetus for reorganiza-
tion;

5. Discuss the principles which, in 1901, undergirded the
introduction of the union as an added layer of organiza-
tional structure; and

6. Distil from the historical data learnings which may be
instructional for the contemporary Seventh-day Adven-
tist Church.

Perspective of the Paper
With respect to perspective, this paper should be read
keeping in in mind that:

1. The paper reflects an abiding sense of loyalty to and
love for the Seventh-day Adventist Church. The au-
thor, now retired, has served as an ordained pastor,
evangelist, associate professor, administrator, and fi-
nally as president of the South Pacific Division and
vice-president of the General Conference of Seventh-
day Adventists;

2. Care has been taken to ensure that all quotations reflect
the context from which they are taken. Thorough refer-
encing gives the reader opportunity to investigate the
extended context;

3. The paper is written in a spirit of open enquiry and dis-
cussion; and

4. It is acknowledged that history is always contextual, as
is the application of principle and practice in diverse
contemporary contexts.

Limitations
The paper assumes a working knowledge of Seventh-day
Adventist organizational structure. There is no attempt to
describe contemporary structure. There is limited discussion
of the theological interplay between Alonzo T. Jones and
those aligned with him in 1901, and Arthur G. Daniells and
those aligned with him. The polemic between these two
groups strongly influenced the outcome of the restructuring
process.2 Further, in this paper there is only passing refer-
ence to the impact of the Kellogg debacle on the individuals
and decisions of the early twentieth century. 

Aspects of the Denominational Context 
and the Organizational Design of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church in 1863

T
he Seventh-day Adventist Church was for-
mally organized at a meeting of believers at
Battle Creek, Michigan in 1863. At that time,
the membership was approximately 3,500. It

was decided that there would be three administrative lev-
els of Church structure: the local church, the conference,
and the General Conference with headquarters in Battle
Creek. The officers of the General Conference were a
president, secretary, and treasurer. Three persons were
appointed as the members of a General Conference exec-
utive committee and General Conference sessions were
to be held annually.3

There were those who had argued that by being or-
ganized the Church would become Babylon, but those
who saw the necessity for an efficient system of organiza-
tion prevailed. Indeed, it was James White who, through-
out the controversies surrounding the proposed
organization in the late 1850s and early 1860s, was the
most vocal proponent of the need for organization.4

White, as editor of the Advent Review and Sabbath Herald
and the unofficial leader of the Sabbatarian Adventists,
was continually writing and speaking in support of organ-
ization. His wife also supported the need for sound or-
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ganization. It appears, however, that when it came to de-
nominational structures, the Church understood her role
to be more exhortatory and advisory than definitive.

For example, in August 1861, Ellen White had re-
proved those who did not have the courage of their con-
victions:

The agitation on the subject of organization has revealed a great
lack of moral courage on the part of ministers proclaiming present
truth. Some who were convinced that organization was right failed
to stand up boldly and advocate it. . .. They feared blame and oppo-
sition. They watched the brethren generally to see how their pulse
beat before standing manfully for what they believed to be right. . ..
They were afraid of losing their influence. . .. Those who shun re-
sponsibility will meet with loss in the end. The time for ministers to
stand together is when the battle goes hard.5

The arguments which were used to persuade the be-
lievers to organize themselves into a denomination were
not based strongly on biblical or theological reasoning.6

Rather, pragmatism won the day. In 1907, A. G. Daniells,
reflecting on the events of the 1860s, listed some of the
problems of disorganization, implying that organization
solved these and other issues facing the Church. His list
included failure to keep proper church membership
records; paucity of church officers; inability to determine
the accredited representatives of the people; no regular
support for the ministry; and no legal provision for hold-
ing property.7

Even a list of reasons which Ellen White compiled in
1892 was largely pragmatic, although she did leave room
for more latitude. Her reasons for organizing the church in
1863 were (1) to provide for the support of the ministry,
(2) for carrying the work in new fields, (3) for protecting
both the churches and the ministry from unworthy mem-
bers, (4) for the holding of church property, (5) for the
publication of truth through the press, and (6) for many
other objectives.8

Factors Which Led to the Reorganization of the 
Church in 1901–1903
Despite the simplicity and uniqueness of the structures
set up in 1863, the need for major modification of those
structures became evident as the Church expanded dur-
ing the last quarter of the nineteenth century. A number
of contextual factors led to the need for change.

1. Numerical Growth and the Beginnings of Diversity
Although Seventh-day Adventists still understood them-
selves to be simply “a body of believers associating to-
gether, taking the name of Seventh-day Adventists, and
attaching their names to a covenant simply to keep the
commandments of God and the faith of Jesus,” with the
Bible as “their only creed and discipline,” by 1888 there
were already thirty organized conferences containing 889
organized churches. There were 227 ordained and 182 
licensed ministers. The constituency was supporting six
publishing houses, three senior educational institutions,
and two medical establishments. By the turn of the century,
the church had 75,000 members spread not only across
the United States, but also in Europe, Australia, and New
Zealand, and increasingly in the “mission fields.”9

As the church continued to grow and diversify, it was
evident that the meager organization that was set in place
in 1863 could not cope with this numerical and geographi-
cal growth.

2. Institutional Growth
Further, the organizational structures of 1863 did not an-
ticipate the increase of organizations to care for the pub-
lishing, educational, health, and missionary interests of the
Church. These entities were not a part of the conference
administrative structure of the Church, but stood as inde-
pendent units apart from it. Although they had a separate
infrastructure, most shared personnel with the administra-
tive structure of the denomination; most were located in
Battle Creek.

The major auxiliary organizations that were in existence
at the beginning of 1888 were the General Tract and Mis-
sionary Society, established in 1874; the General Sabbath
School Association, established in 1878; the Health and
Temperance Association, established in 1879; and the
General Conference Association, established in 1887. The
National Religious Liberty Association was established in
1889, an autonomous Foreign Mission Board in the same
year, and the Seventh-day Adventist Medical Missionary
and Benevolent Association in 1893.10

3. Loss of Coordination and Integration
These organizations were legally incorporated as independ-
ent bodies that had their own officers and executive boards
or committees. Although they were all part of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church—officers being appointed by and re-
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porting to the General Conference session—they
were not administered directly by the General
Conference. Because of their independent status,
coordination and integration were perennial
problems during the 1890s. Not until the 1901
General Conference session and its reorganiza-
tion of the administrative structures of the
church were the auxiliary organizations incorpo-
rated into the conference structure as depart-
ments of the General Conference.

4. Administrative Centralization
The growing global missionary consciousness of
the church during the 1870s and 1880s was ac-
companied by increased centralization of admin-
istrative control. In 1885, George Butler,
president of the General Conference from
1871–1874 and again from 1880–1888, spoke of
the principles upon which the organization of
the church was established. He declared,

Supervision embraces all its [the General Conference]
interests in every part of the world. There is not an insti-
tution among us, not a periodical issued, not a Confer-
ence or society, not a mission field connected with our
work, that it has not a right to advise and counsel and
investigate. It is the highest authority of an earthly
character among Seventh-day Adventists.11

Butler’s concept of administration grew out of
his concept of leadership. After the General
Conference of 1888, Ellen White wrote of Butler:

A sick man’s mind has had a controlling power over the
General Conference committee and the ministers have been
the shadow and echo of Elder Butler about as long as it
is healthy and for the good of the cause. Envy, evil sur-
misings, jealousies have been working like leaven until the
whole lump seemed to be leavened. . .. He thinks his posi-
tion gives him such power that his voice is infallible.12

In response to some tensions that existed be-
tween James White and other church leaders,
Butler had written an essay in 1873 in which he
encapsulated his attitude toward leadership. His
position was clear from the opening sentence:

“There never was any great movement in this
world without a leader; and in the nature of
things it is impossible that there should be.”13

Butler described a leader as a benevolent
monarch. He supported his assertion by refer-
ences to numerous biblical examples of authori-
tarian leaders. While he was willing to concede
that Christ was indeed head of the church, he
insisted that some men were “placed higher in
authority in the church than others.”14

Subsequently, the 1875 General Conference
session passed a resolution that called for a re-
vision of Butler’s essay.15 The 1877 session re-
scinded all parts of the essay that referred to
the leadership of the church as residing in one
man. This was supported by a resolution which
stated that,

The highest authority under God among Seventh-day
Adventists is found in the will of the body of that people,
as expressed in the decisions of the General Conference
when acting within its proper jurisdiction; and that
such decisions should be submitted to by all without ex-
ception, unless they can be shown to conflict with the
word of God and the rights of individual conscience.16

Although James White made it clear that he
did not agree with Butler’s position, and despite
Ellen White’s continuous appeals, Butler did not
modify his leadership style very much until well
after he was voted out of the presidency at the
1888 General Conference session.17

In the early 1880s, Ellen White began to re-
buke General Conference administrators for tak-
ing too much of the responsibility for decision
making on themselves and failing to give others
opportunity to have input. In a letter to W. C.
and Mary White in 1883, Ellen White pointed
out that “every one of our leading men” consid-
ered that “he was the very one who must bear all
the responsibilities” and “failed to educate others
to think” and “to act.” In fact, she charged, the
leading men gave the others “no chance.”18

Implicit in her condemnation of those who
followed that practice was reproof for those who
permitted them to do it without seeking to cor-

17WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG n church structure and authority

There were

those who had

argued that by

being organized

the Church

would become

Babylon, but

those who saw

the necessity 

for an efficient

system of 

organization

prevailed.



rect the situation. Conference leaders, for in-
stance, were told that they were to make their
own decisions. The president of the General
Conference could not possibly “understand the
situation as well as you who are on the ground.”19

As a corrective for centralization of control,
Ellen White advocated proper use of the com-
mittee system that had been established when
the General Conference had been organized in
1863. She made it clear that even in the opera-
tion of institutions one man’s mind was not to
control the decision-making process. She em-
phasized that “God would not have many minds
the shadow of one man’s mind,” but that “in a
multitude of counselors there is safety.”20

5. Financial Crisis
Another precipitating factor which led to re-
structuring was the state of the finances of the
church. When G. A. Irwin assumed the presi-
dency of the General Conference in 1897, he
had to face a woeful financial predicament.
Within a few weeks of his appointment, the situ-
ation was so desperate that he wrote to N. W.
Allee that the General Conference was “living
from hand to mouth, so to speak.” He told Allee
that “some days we get in two or three hundred
dollars, and other days we have nothing.” 
On the particular day that he was writing, he
lamented that the treasury was “practically
empty,” even though there were at that time “a
number of calls for means.”21

Despite concerted effort by General Confer-
ence leaders, the situation did not improve substan-
tially. While there were some periods when the
predicament was not as desperate as it was at other
times, at all times the situation was out of control.
The financial statement for 1899 showed that at
the beginning of that year the General Conference
had only $55.33 cash on hand. The same report
showed that by October 1 of the same year, there
was an operating deficit of $9,529.74.22 At the be-
ginning of 1901, the deficit was $41,589.11. In Au-
gust, the deficit was still $39,600.23

Because of the chronic shortage of operating
capital, nothing was being done to repay debts

that had been incurred in order to establish
various institutions. Percy Magan, who realized
that part of the problem lay in the ease with
which institutions borrowed money and the
ease with which church members lent it to
them, charged that “all our institutions” had
been in “the borrowing business.” He advo-
cated that it was time for them “to quit” bor-
rowing. But not only were institutions to cease
borrowing; church members were to cease dab-
bling in “the lending business.” Had the mem-
bers not been “in the lending business,” then it
was certain that the institutions “would never
have been in the borrowing business.”24

Desperate times called for desperate measures.

6. Decreasing Ability to Support Missionary Expansion
The inability of the denomination to finan-
cially support its growth was having an effect
on its missionary expansion. In the last five
years of the nineteenth century there was a
slackening of missionary activity by the de-
nomination. At the 1899 General Conference
session, Allen Moon, president of the Foreign
Mission Board, reported that

     During the last two years we have opened up no new
work in any part of the world. It has been an impossi-
bility. There have been demands for opening the work in
China. That work ought to have been opened a year
ago, yet we have been utterly unable to do anything to-
ward opening it.25

The failure to commence any new work be-
tween 1897 and 1899, and the decrease in the
number of missionaries being sent abroad be-
tween 1895 and 1900, does not appear to have
been the result of any marked decrease in the
church’s eschatological or missiological vision. 
A more likely explanation for the problems is
that the centralized organization as it existed
was just not able to cope financially and admin-
istratively with its missionary enterprise.26

Arthur Daniells realized that such a situation
confronted the church as he visited Africa and
Europe on his way from Australia to the 1901
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General Conference session. In August 1900,
while in Europe, he wrote to W. C. White that

My heart is filled with interest that I cannot express in be-
half of these foreign fields, and I sincerely hope that the
next session of the General Conference will rise to the high
and important position it should take in behalf of these
countries. . .. I see much to encourage us, and some things
that need careful management in the way of reorganiza-
tion. . .. In all these places I have secured all the details I
can regarding the work, the same as I did in Africa, and
shall arrange these data for future use if needed.27

Change was needed not only to accommodate
the growth of the past but also to facilitate
growth in the future.

Changes that Reorganization Brought to 
Organizational Structures
For all of these and perhaps other reasons in
addition, the 1901 General Conference session
saw a major reorganization of the administra-
tive structures of the Church. The impetus for
change continued at the 1903 General Confer-
ence session. The changes that were made at
those sessions were based on the principles of
organization that were established at the de-
nomination’s founding in 1861–1863. By 1901,
it was recognized that those principles needed
to be updated and applied in the contempo-
rary context. Ellen White was particularly
pointed in her endorsement of change. On the
day before the official opening of the 1901
General Conference session she declared,
“God wants a change . . . right here . . . right
now.”28 The following day when reiterating
the concerns which she had communicated on
the previous day, she added, “according to the
light that has been given me—and just how it is to
be accomplished I cannot say—greater strength
must be brought into the managing force of
the Conference.”29 She called for change and
flexibility. She left it to the assembled dele-
gates to determine just how that change would
be accomplished and what organizational
structures would be put in place.

The principal changes that were made in
1901–1903 were:

1. The formation of union conferences as the
constituent bodies of the General Conference;

2. The decentralization of much decision mak-
ing from the General Conference administra-
tion to union conference executive
committees;

3. The consolidation of departments of the
General Conference and the dissolution of
independent incorporated entities that had
been operating departments and some insti-
tutions; and

4. The title of the chief officer of the General
Conference was to be “Chairman of the
Board” rather than “President.” At the 1903
General Conference session the title “Presi-
dent” was reinstated.

The Development of Mission as the Major Im-
petus for Reorganization
At the time of organization in 1863, mission was a
relatively insignificant reason among many given
for forming an organized church. But by the time
of reorganization in 1901, mission was the preemi-
nent reason for organization. It is abundantly clear
that when it came to the need for organization, A.
G. Daniells and his associates began with the cer-
tainty and imminence of the return of Jesus Christ.
The imminence of the second coming of Christ
determined the urgency of the mission. 

For those allied with Daniells, ecclesiology
was more a function of their eschatological and
missiological perceptions. The church existed
because it had been commissioned to perform a
specific task. That task was missionary in nature.
The missionary nature of the church was the the-
ological perspective that informed the need for
and shape of the structures of the church. Writ-
ing to W. C. White in 1903, Daniells stated that
“the vital object for which Seventh-day Adven-
tists have been raised up is to prepare the world
for the Coming Christ; the chief means for doing
this work is the preaching of the present truth, or
the third angel’s message of Rev. 14:6–12.”30
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Because the need for organization arose from a per-
ception of eschatological and missiological necessity,
there was no doubt among those who held this view that
the structure which they erected was biblically based.
They understood that the New Testament affirmed that
Christ was returning and that the transmission of the
gospel to the world was the primary precondition for his
return. With a consciousness of divine providence, they
understood that Seventh-day Adventists had been specif-
ically chosen within a precise time reference in order to
herald the “everlasting gospel” to all the world. It was a
conviction born of commitment to the necessity of a bib-
lical foundation for their faith and practice, including
their organizational practice. Daniells reflected the con-
viction of the denomination when, in 1906, he confi-
dently declared that

The doctrines we hold not only created our denomination, but our
denominational aim, purpose, or policy, as well. This denomina-
tional purpose or policy is formed by our view of what the
Bible teaches. It is peculiar to our denomination. It differs from
the policies of other denominations and organizations as widely as
our doctrinal views differ from theirs.31

Some years later, W. A. Spicer was even more emphatic
than Daniells. Challenging the church to take up the
“world-wide proclamation of the everlasting gospel and
the finishing of the work,” he contended that “every prin-
ciple in the organization of our work . . . is found in the
Word of God.” Clarence Crisler, who was the private sec-
retary of Ellen White from 1901 until 1915, began the
foreword to a pamphlet that he wrote the year before her
death by categorically stating that “the underlying princi-
ples of the organization of the Seventh-day Adventist de-
nomination . . . may be traced in the records of the New
Testament.” Both Spicer and Crisler were careful to say
that it was “principles” and not forms that were to be found
in the New Testament.32

Reorganization was undertaken in the first place not
because the end was coming, but because there was a
“work” to do before the end could come. Reorganization,
or for that matter organization, could not be substanti-
ated on the basis of the return of Christ alone. Those
who insisted that organizational form be determined only
by the imminence of the return of Christ had, in the his-
tory of Adventism, often denied the necessity of any

form of organization at all. It was the mission policy of
the church that in 1905 was described as “the most im-
portant feature of our denominational policy,” and it was
the urgency associated with that mission that was more
the precipitating factor in reorganization than the immi-
nence of the Christ’s return.33

The Principles Undergirding the Formation of 
Union Conferences
At the 1901 General Conference session there were two
opposing viewpoints with respect to the reasons for and
the shape of reorganization. Alonzo T. Jones and his as-
sociates derived their principles of organization more
from their individualistic understanding of soteriology
and their ecclesiological emphasis. Arthur G. Daniells
and his associates derived their principles of organization
more from their evaluation of the pragmatic situation of
the church with respect to the fulfilment of its missionary
task. Having just returned from extended periods of for-
eign missionary service, Daniells, W. A. Spicer, Ellen G.
White, and William. C. White were keenly aware of the
inadequacy of the existing administrative structure to
cope with the needs of the Church’s global missionary
enterprise. Their focus was on the reorganization of the
administrative structures of the church so that they could
be an instrument rather than an inhibitor of mission.

The development of the missionary focus of the
church in the years since 1863 certainly did not diminish
the need for structures. Daniells contended that the prin-
ciples which governed the choice of organizational struc-
tures should be those which supported the maintenance
of the structures, not those which tended to destroy
them. In retrospect, he pointed out that the principles
which guided the church in its reorganization could not
be permitted to lead the church towards disorganization
or the abandonment of those “general principles” which,
in the 1860s, had transformed a scattered group of “be-
lievers” into a viable denomination.34

Daniells would later list the advantages of reorganiza-
tion and attempts would be made to systematize the the-
ological rationale for reorganization.35 However, despite
repeated reference to “principles,” again, no systematic
treatment that could be used as a basis for decision mak-
ing was forthcoming. Without a systematic ecclesiology,
there was really no substantial basis upon which the
church could build its principles of organization. 
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Those principles which can be derived from
extant records and which appear to have most
strongly influenced reorganization and the for-
mation of unions were as follows:

1. Decentralization
For Daniells and his associates, decentralization
as a principle of reorganization was paramount.
In 1902, reflecting with the General Conference
committee on what had been accomplished in
1901, Daniells affirmed that “the guiding princi-
ple [of reorganization] had been the decentral-
ization of authority by the distribution of
responsibility.” He added that the application of
that principle had led “to the organization of
union conferences,” and representation “on all
operating committees” of the “four features of
our work—the evangelical, medical, educational,
and publishing interests.”36

At the 1903 General Conference session,
when he was explaining his understanding of
the sentence from Ellen White’s 1896 letter
that had been used by Jones, Waggoner, and
Prescott in an attempt to do away with the
presidency of the General Conference,
Daniells stated that according to his under-
standing, Ellen White was saying that the
leaders of the church needed to “decentralize
responsibilities and details and place them in
the hands of a larger number of men.”37 In this
sentence he was using the term “decentralize”
in the sense of the verb “to delegate.” He un-
derstood Ellen White to be discussing the
need for responsibility to be delegated to sev-
eral persons rather than being concentrated in
just one person—the president of the General
Conference. 

One of Daniells’ favorite expressions (one
that he had taken from Ellen White), was that
those “on the ground” should bear the burden of
administration and have the prerogative of deci-
sion making.38 He saw the implementation of
the union structure as the manner in which ad-
ministrative responsibility was being delegated
to those “on the ground.” The union administra-
tors were, for Daniells, those “on the ground.”39

Under Daniells’ leadership the commitment
to the principle of decentralization was never
revoked. Decentralization continued to be con-
sidered as a vital principle which governed the
reorganization of the church. However, the
confrontation and polemics over organizational
issues that began in mid-1902 and continued
for the next seven years (until Jones was re-
moved from church membership in 1909),
caused a renewal of emphasis on the need for
unity in the church. That desire for unity on
the part of the administration of the church
meant that the structures of the church became
more an instrument of the centralization of au-
thority than they did an instrument of delega-
tion and decentralization of authority. Jones
claimed that just such a tendency was built into
the very structures themselves. Such was not
necessarily the case, but circumstances and the
disposition of the leaders themselves did in-
deed influence just what emphasis was evident
in practice.

2. Unity and Diversity
When Daniells discussed the principles which
were to govern the reorganization of the
church at the 1901 General Conference ses-
sion, and described the benefits which would
accrue from the implementation of the union
conference plan, he did not particularly men-
tion unity. Certainly Ellen White had done so
in the College Library Address, and certainly
the principle of unity had always been a top
priority for Seventh-day Adventists and would
continue to be so, but for both Ellen White and
A. G. Daniells the immediate priorities were
elsewhere. In his single, most significant expla-
nation of the operation of the Australasian
Union Conference and its application to the
world church, Daniells discussed the simplifica-
tion of machinery for transacting business, the
need to place laborers [administrators] in the
field in personal contact with the people, the
advantage of having general boards in the field,
the necessity of having a general organization
which did not concern itself primarily with af-
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fairs in the United States, the General Conference as a
“world’s General Conference,” and the necessity for the
boards of institutions and the committees of union con-
ferences to be composed of persons familiar with their
geographical areas of administration.40 But he did not
even mention the need for unity.

At the second meeting of the General Conference ses-
sion in 1903, however, Daniells did include unity among
the list of advantages and benefits that were realized by
reorganization. Having pointed out that reorganization
had resulted in a distribution of responsibility and that
“work in all parts of the world” was to be dealt with by
those who were “on the ground,” and that the “details”
were to be “worked out” by them; he summarized, “in
short, the plan recognizes one message, one body of peo-

ple, and one general organization.”41

By 1903, even though decentralization was still vital, it
was now a form of a decentralization which was carried
out only along “prescribed lines.” In some respects, par-
ticularly in the organization of departments of the Gen-
eral Conference, there was more centralization than
decentralization. Apparently, some were concerned that
things were going back to what had occurred during the
years leading up to reorganization.42

Ellen White sensed the danger of slipping backwards
and placing inordinate stress on the oneness of the or-
ganization. Her concern was that such a position would
result in the need to centralize authority, resulting in or-
ganizational uniformity. Specifically, with reference to
the publishing concerns of the church, she said,
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No man’s intelligence is to become such a controlling
power that one man will have kingly authority in Battle
Creek or in any other place. In no line of work is any
one man to have power to turn the wheel. God forbids.43

She was particularly outspoken regarding fail-
ure to implement principles that had been intro-
duced in 1901. Writing to Judge Arthur in
January 1903, she maintained that as the dele-
gates who had been in attendance at the session
returned to their homes, they carried with them
into “their work the wrong principles that had
been prevailing in the work at Battle Creek.”44

The context does not indicate exactly what
“principles” were being discussed. Although
structural changes which she approved of had
been made in 1901, apparently the new struc-
tures could be abused with the same result as the
former structures. Thus, Ellen White once again
found it necessary to reprove the leaders of the
church and its departments because of the ten-
dency to gather power about themselves.
Whenever the need to promote unity was priori-
tized to the extent that it disrupted the mainte-
nance of equilibrium between the principles of
unity and diversity, and diversity was not taken
into consideration as it should have been, cen-
tralization was the result.

During the 1890s, both unity and diversity had
negative and positive aspects as far as the mission
of the church was concerned. Diversity was posi-
tive when it enhanced the potential of the church
to reach diverse “nations, tongues, and peoples,”
and led to decentralization of decision making. It
was negative when it caused chaos and confusion,
such as was the case with the multiplication of aux-
iliary organizations. Unity was positive when it
bound the church into oneness in Christ. It was
negative when it was interpreted to require unifor-
mity and unnecessary centralization of authority.

Unity was necessary in order to encompass
the dimensions of the mission of the church.
There was no way for the Seventh-day Adven-
tist Church with its emphasis on worldwide
evangelization, to succeed in that task unless
there was unity of purpose, belief, and action.

Unity of action required administrative coordi-
nation that could best facilitate strategic initia-
tives on a global scale. Further, the functional
ecclesiological self-image that was characteristic
of the church permitted a centralized adminis-
tration that could coordinate and facilitate the
mission of the church. It cannot be denied that,
given the church’s theological and pragmatic
priorities, some centralization was necessary
and legitimate. But in 1901, the principle of di-
versity was more determinative than the princi-
ple of unity in the establishment of an
additional level of administration, and by dele-
gating some functions which had previously
been performed by the General Conference to
union conferences. The emphasis was on the
need to recognize diversity by decentralization.
Past growth had made the recognition of diver-
sity necessary, but projected future growth
made provision for diversity imperative.

3. Participation/Representation
Local Conference Participation  

Daniells made a concerted effort to carry his em-
phasis on diversity and decentralization not only
into union conferences but also into the local
conference setting. Soon after the 1901 General
Conference session, he began to promote broad-
based participation in the decision-making
process by encouraging the state conferences to
permit all state church members to participate at
their respective state sessions as delegates.
Daniells’ innovation in this respect was a depar-
ture from the system of permitting only duly ap-
pointed delegates to vote at the session.

Daniells’ idea of representation was that any
and every person who was in attendance at a
local conference session and a member in that
conference should be a delegate to the session.
He strongly advocated a participatory election
process for local conferences at most of the local
conference sessions that he attended in 1901, at
the Lake Union Conference session (of which
he was president), and at the European Union
Conference in 1902. In Europe, he stated his
concept as a principle. He said,
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As to representation, nobody can represent anybody except
himself. All should be the Lord’s representatives; but no-
body can represent some other person, or a church. A
church is “fully represented” in a Conference when all its
members are present; but nobody can delegate his mind or
his conscience to another. If a person is present at any
meeting, he does not want somebody else to speak for him.45

It was further reported that while he did not
presume “to dictate to any how they should do,
he gave it as his conviction that just as in any
church meeting all the members present are enti-
tled to speak, so in any Conference all the mem-
bers present are properly delegates.” He added
that his plan had “been adopted in quite a num-
ber of Conferences in America.”46

Daniells was questioned at length concern-
ing his proposal. Apparently quite a few of the
delegates had read Loughborough’s article, or
were familiar with the early history of the de-
velopment of the organizational structure of
the church and saw pragmatic difficulties with
the plan. They were concerned that such a plan
could give one district an undue proportional
influence and control. Daniells rebuffed such a
suggestion on the basis that all were Christians;
the implication being that no one member or
group of members would exercise arbitrary or
political power over others. Daniells countered
even further. Given his commitment to mis-
sion, he assured the delegates that the principle
of numerical representation could not be a sat-
isfactory principle because if it were strictly fol-
lowed from the local conferences right through
to the General Conference, it “would leave the
heathen lands wholly unprovided for, and was
thus opposed to missionary effort.” Each mem-
ber was to “consider himself as representative
of the world, and not merely of his particular
locality.”47 He was somewhat inconsistent in
his reasoning, however. He was not promoting
participatory representation as a principle to be
adopted at all levels of church administration.
He was only concerned for its adaptation to
local conference governance, and, to some ex-
tent, to union conferences. At General Confer-

ence level, Daniells’ ideas of representation, es-
pecially with reference to overseas fields, were
not at all participatory, nor were they even par-
ticularly representative.

Union Conference Representation

At the union level of administration, the con-
cept of representation changed from broad-
based participation by the people to unilateral
representation of the departments and the in-
stitutions in the union. The same situation ap-
plied at the General Conference. In 1901,
Daniells allowed the proposal that the execu-
tive committee elect its own chairman because
he, along with W. C. White, considered the
committee to be a “thoroughly representative
one.”  But the committee selected in 1901
comprised representatives of departments and
institutions, with only the union presidents as
representatives of “the people” who were sup-
posed to be the authority base in the church.
The union presidents were outnumbered sev-
enteen to eight and could very easily be out-
voted. Further, as chairmen or executive board
members of the institutions within their own
unions, union presidents were more often fo-
cused on institutional concerns than on the
concerns of the local churches and the church
members. They were, therefore, more likely to
be sympathetic to institutional problems and
needs than to the needs and concerns of the
church at large. The composition of the com-
mittee inevitably led to a focus on institutional
concerns. In this respect, Seventh-day Adven-
tist mission methodology was in accord with
that of most mission agencies which depended
to a large degree on the establishment of insti-
tutions.

International Representation

The situation with regard to representation of
the worldwide constituency of the church was
even more troublesome. As the composition of
the General Conference executive committee
was being discussed in 1901, G. G. Rupert asked
if there was any provision for the “different na-
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tionalities among us” being represented on the
committee. Prescott answered him by quoting
Gal 3:28 and assuring the delegates that such
was not necessary because “ye are all one in
Christ Jesus.” The outcome was that the safest
course was chosen—only North Americans were
elected to the executive committee. But that is
not to say that there was no commitment to the
principle of representation. Representation was
understood as being compatible with the higher
principle of decentralization. The church and its
members were very much in the mind of
Daniells both at the General Conference session
in 1901 and in the year that followed. Though
he was conscious “more and more” of the “influ-
ence and power” that the General Conference
had, he was anxious to use that power “rightly”
and get into “sympathetic touch” with the “rank
and file” of the church constituency. He cen-
sured conference officers for failing to consult
their constituencies when decisions of impor-
tance were to be made. In 1901, he had wanted
administration and government in the Seventh-
day Adventist Church to be “of the people, by
the people, and for the people.”49

4. Decision by Consensus
Along with his regard for the prerogatives of
the members of the church and his desire to
implement a participatory decision-making
process at local conference level, Daniells ad-
vocated decision making by consensus in 1901
and 1902, rather than by majority vote. In con-
trast to his concept of participation which was
promoted only on the state conference level,
he advocated consensus decision making at
every level of administration. Daniells told E.
R. Palmer, his associate and confidante in Aus-
tralia, that at the 1901 General Conference ses-
sion no measure “received unkind treatment.”
Some of the proposals advanced were
“amended” and a few “dropped out,” but it had
all been done by “common consent,” not by
“majority vote.” Daniells declared that he had
never seen “anything like it.”50

One may wonder just what Daniells had in

mind when he advocated the concept of consen-
sus decision making.51 Whatever was the case,
his attitude changed rapidly, again as a conse-
quence of the confrontation with Kellogg, so
that, by the General Conference Session of
1903, vital decisions were being made on the
strength of majority vote.52

The church had some adjustments to make in
the years immediately after 1901. Some of the
plans that were made and the methods that were
followed were not wise. Daniells himself admit-
ted that. However, the shift from emphasis on
participatory representation and consensus deci-
sion making to emphasis on more structured
representation and majority-vote decision mak-
ing after the clash with Kellogg, and the ex-
tended polemics with those opposed to the
church structure, was indicative of a shift from
emphasis on the need for diversity (or decentral-
ization) to emphasis on preservation of unity.

5. Constituent Authority
In 1901, Daniells intended that the General Con-
ference executive committee should be advisory,
not executive. Referring to the plan of organizing
unions, he hoped that the General Conference
and the Mission Board (which had been integrated
into the General Conference executive commit-
tee), would be “ultimately . . . quite free from per-
plexing details.” He was convinced that the new
plan of organization would enable the committees
“to take the position of general advisory boards.”53

Two weeks later he wrote to the members of the
General Conference Committee:

We are glad that the details in the various Union Con-
ferences are being so fully taken over by those who are on
the ground. . . . Our hope is that we shall be left almost
entirely free to study the large questions of policy affect-
ing the entire field, and to devote our energies to fostering
the work in the weak parts of the field, and also the great
mission fields in the regions beyond. Thus the general
machinery is being reduced to a few simple parts.54

Some were concerned, even so, that too much
power was being centralized in the hands of one
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board. They may have been beginning to question the wis-
dom of forming departments in the General Conference to
replace the auxiliary organizations. Apparently in response,
Daniells wrote to Edith Graham, the treasurer of the Aus-
tralasian Union, that the General Conference executive com-
mittee could not possibly be guilty of centralizing because
the facts of the matter were that the authority to act was
being placed in the hands of “those on the ground.” Daniells
continued:

The General Conference Committee does not propose to deal directly
with the affairs in any Union Conference. We propose to interest our-
selves in the welfare of every Union Conference, in every line of work.
. .. So instead of centralizing our work, we have been distributing it.55

Daniells’ answer to the centralization of power in the
General Conference committee was that the committee
was not going to make executive decisions. It was going
to be a fostering, advisory board whose interest was coor-
dination, not supervision. With Ellen White’s advice in
mind, no doubt, Daniells was concerned that the General
Conference committee should not exercise executive
control, but that it should do everything in its power to
coordinate the administrative functions of the church so
as to respect that authority resident in the church mem-
bership. With the reforms that were suggested and im-
plemented and with the movement away from
centralization of authority, Daniells hailed the events of
1901 as the “beginning of a new era,” the beginning of
“our last grand march.”56

By 1903, Daniells was speaking as though he still held
the “advisory” concept of the role of the General Confer-
ence executive committee. But he was not speaking with
the same certainty. At the General Conference session he
stated, “As the work is now shaping, the province of the
General Conference Committee is of an advisory charac-
ter to a large extent—not altogether, by any means—and
it is of a missionary character or phase.”57 No longer was
the role of the General Conference executive committee
merely advisory. A change of attitude had taken place.
Notice, however, that no change had taken place with
regard to the priority of mission. Any changes in the role
of the General Conference executive committee with re-
spect to coordination as set over against control were
being made with reference to the missionary focus of the
committee and the church.58

6. Simplicity
In view of the complication and confusion that had charac-
terized denominational administration in the 1890s, reorgan-
ization was perceived as a simplification of the organizational
system. In the 1890s, Ellen White had advocated simplicity
in organization and insisted that the machinery was not to be
“a galling yoke.”  Therefore, when reorganization was being
considered in 1901, simplicity was understood to be an es-
sential principle. The principles of representation and distri-
bution of authority were related to the principle of
decentralization. So also was the principle of simplicity.60

Daniells expressed himself most succinctly on the need
for simplicity at the European Union Conference session
in 1902. He said, “Organization should be as simple as
possible. The nearer we get to the end, the simpler will be
the organization. I have no idea that we have got to the
limit of simplicity.”61

In 1903, simplicity was still described as a desirable
principle of reorganization. In his “Chairman’s Address”
Daniells used the integration of the auxiliary organiza-
tions into General Conference departments as an exam-
ple of the application of the principle of simplification.62

However, it was admitted that, in some regards, the ma-
chinery was still too complicated. Simplicity was proving
to be an elusive quality in organization and it was to re-
main so. Especially was that to continue to be the case in
those parts of the world where the administrative ma-
chinery that may have been necessary in North America
or Europe was just “too complicated.”63

7. Adaptability
The principle of adaptability was, in 1901, almost too obvi-
ous to need extended treatment. The very fact that the
church was willing to enter into a process of radical reorgan-
ization is sufficient to indicate that priority was given to
adaptability in organizational structures. Further adaptations
in 1903 indicate that the commitment to adaptability re-
mained. In 1902, in addition to his remarks at the European
Union conference regarding simplicity, Daniells insisted,

We see many things differently from what we did ten years ago, and
I expect that we shall see still more. As new light comes, we ought to
advance with it, and not hold rigidly to old forms and old methods.
Because a thing is done a certain way in one place is not reason
why it should be done in the same way in another place, or even in
the same place at the same time.64
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Further attention could be given to Ellen
White’s attitude to adaptability and the possi-
bility of subsequent structural change.65 Apart
from Ellen White, W. A. Spicer was probably
the most vocal advocate of the importance of
allowing adaptability in the form that organiza-
tion took in the Seventh-day Adventist
Church. It was Spicer, an experienced mission-
ary, who was responsible as much as anyone for
the success of the missionary enterprise of the
church in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury. With his wide exposure to different cul-
tures and situations, he repeatedly said,

The details of organization may vary accord-
ing to conditions and work, but ever as God has
called his church together there has appeared in it the
spiritual gift of order and government, the spirit that
rules in heaven.66

Learnings Which May Be Instructional 
for the Church
By way of conclusion, the major learnings de-
rived from this paper which may be instructional
for the contemporary Seventh-day Adventist
Church are:

1. When a major discussion is needed and a de-
cision is to be made, it is necessary for people
of influence to speak up and participate in
the discussion rather than keeping silent. 

2. It is possible for leaders to take too much re-
sponsibility for decision making on their own
shoulders and not listen to others or give
them opportunity to participate in the
process.

3. The committee system when utilized prop-
erly can be a corrective for centralization.
Ellen White declared that “God would not
have many minds the shadow of one man’s
mind,” but that “in a multitude of counselors
there is safety.”67 Group-think is not to be in
evidence in the decisions of the Church. 

4. The holding of position of responsibility by
any individual, does not in itself guarantee
the best opinions or the best decisions by

that individual. 
5. Position does not grant irrevocable power.
6. Financial crisis can be a powerful catalyst for

change.
7. A commitment to a global mission which

arises from belief in the imminence of
Christ’s return is the major catalyst for effi-
cient and effective organization. Organiza-
tion must serve mission, not vice versa.

8. The determining principles of organization
are derived more from an evaluation of the
pragmatic situation of the church with re-
spect to the fulfilment of its missionary task
than from systematic theological considera-
tions. A pragmatism which takes into ac-
count biblical teaching and contextual
imperative has been the modus operandi of the
Church. 

9. Decentralization was the most pervasive prin-
ciple of reorganization. As a corrective to
centralization, as much as possible and prac-
tical, decisions are to be made by those “on
the ground.”

10.Confrontation and polemics in the Church
result in emphasis by leaders on the need for
unity. In this context, the structures of the
church become more an instrument of the
centralization of authority than an instru-
ment of delegation and decentralization of
authority. Circumstances and the disposition
of the leaders themselves have considerable
bearing on which is evident in practice. 

11.No one person is to become such a control-
ling power that he/she has too much influ-
ence on the direction that the Church takes
on any issue. 

12.Both unity and diversity can have negative
and positive impacts on the mission of the
Church. Diversity is positive when its ac-
ceptance enhances the potential of the
church to reach diverse “nations, tongues,
and peoples,” and decentralized decision
making is practiced. It is negative when it is
taken too far, appropriate organizational
boundaries are not respected, and it results in
syncretism. Unity is positive when it binds
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the Church into oneness in Christ. It is nega-
tive when it is interpreted to require unifor-
mity and unnecessary centralization of
authority. 

13.Given the church’s theological and prag-
matic priorities, some centralization is nec-
essary and legitimate. But in 1901, the
principle of diversity was more determina-
tive than the principle of unity in the es-
tablishment of unions, and by delegating
some functions which had previously been
performed by the General Conference to
union conferences. The emphasis was on
the need to recognize diversity by decen-
tralization. 

14.In the reforms of 1901, Daniells affirmed
that it was not the intention of the General
Conference committee to deal directly with
the affairs of any union conference. Daniells’
answer to the centralization of power in the
General Conference committee was that the
committee was not going to make executive
decisions. It was going to be a fostering, ad-
visory, board whose interest was coordina-
tion, not supervision. By 1903, Daniells was
speaking as though he still held the “advi-
sory” concept of the role of the General
Conference executive committee. But in
practice, no longer was its role merely advi-
sory. A change of attitude had taken place. 

Adaptability and flexibility are vital for the
fulfilment of the mission of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church. Not everything is to be
done the same way everywhere. When there is
no direct “Thus saith the Lord,” the Church
must be flexible if it is to be true to is reason
for existence.  n
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