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O
n October 31, 1517, Martin Luther nailed his
95 Theses to the door of the Castle Church
in Wittenberg, Germany. This year, the
Protestant world is celebrating the five-hun-

dredth anniversary of that event. On May 8, General Con-
ference President Ted Wilson, addressing the faculty of
Middle East University, cited Ellen White, who predicted
that Seventh-day Adventists would carry that Reformation
on until the end of time. Beyond that, he quoted 1 Timo-
thy 1:7: “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of
power and of love and of a sound mind.”1 With that good
advice in mind, we will begin our study of the history of
authority in Adventism with Luther and his struggle with
the Roman Church.

Given my topic, many people would expect me to deal
with the theme of the development of ecclesiastical au-
thority in Adventism. But the authority of the church in
the denomination is contexted within Adventism’s under-
standing of the authority of the Bible and that of Ellen
White. As a result, I have divided my presentation into
three parts: Adventism’s approach to biblical authority,
Ellen White’s thoughts on authority, and the develop-
ment of authoritative structures in the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church. 

Adventism’s Historical Approach to Biblical Authority
Adventism has historically viewed itself as a child of the
Protestant Reformation. As a result, it is crucial that we
recognize that the Reformation was not primarily about in-
dulgences or even justification by faith. At its heart, the
Reformation was about the issue of authority.

“What is new in Luther,” Heiko Oberman writes, “is the
notion of absolute obedience to the Scriptures against any
authorities; be they popes or councils.”2 That thought is
evident in his testimony before the Diet of Worms:

Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures or
by evident reason—for I can believe neither pope nor councils alone.
. . . I consider myself convicted by the testimony of Holy Scripture,

which is my basis; my conscience is captive to the Word of God.
Thus I cannot and will not recant, because acting against one’s con-
science is neither safe nor sound. God help me. Amen.3

Ellen White’s comments on Luther in The Great Contro-
versy are helpful. Luther “firmly declared that Christians
should receive no other doctrines than those which rest on
the authority of the Sacred Scriptures. These words struck
at the very foundation of papal supremacy. They con-
tained the vital principle of the Reformation.”4 Again, she
penned, the Romanists “sought to maintain their power,
not by appealing to the Scriptures, but by a resort to
threats.”5 Finally, we read that “in our time there is a wide
departure from their [the Scriptures’] doctrines and pre-
cepts, and there is need of a return to the great Protestant
principle—the Bible, and the Bible only, as the rule of faith
and duty. . . . The same unswerving adherence to the word
of God manifested at that crisis of the Reformation is the
only hope of reform today.”6

At this point, it is important to realize that Adven-
tism’s primary Reformation heritage is not Lutheranism
or Calvinism but Anabaptism, or the Radical Reforma-
tion, which in essence held that the magisterial reform-
ers had not been consistent in their Bible-only approach.
For the Anabaptists, it was wrong to stop where Luther,
Calvin, or Zwingli did theologically. As a result, they
moved beyond such teachings as infant baptism and
state support of the church and toward the ideals of the
New Testament church.

Perhaps the best representative religious body in the
spirit of Anabaptism in nineteenth-century America was
the Restorationist movement, for which there was no
creed but the Bible itself. Their drive to get back to the
Bible set the stage for Adventism. Both Joseph Bates and
James White came to Adventism from the Christian Con-
nexion, a branch of Restorationism. For White, “every
Christian is . . . in duty bound to take the Bible as a perfect
rule of faith and duty.”7

In summary, Adventism at its best in 2017 stands on a
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firm platform of the Bible-only as the rule of
faith and practice. One of the unfortunate fea-
tures of Roman Catholicism, and many other
Christian movements in history, is that when
they could not establish their claims from the
Bible they were tempted to use threats and
force, backed up by ecclesiastical authority.

At this point in our discussion of biblical au-
thority we need to briefly examine two passages:
the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15, and the bind-
ing and loosening function of the church in
Matthew 18:18. Those passages have become
important due to their use in recent documents
produced by the General Conference. In those
documents, a favorite passage is Acts 15. A Sep-
tember 2016 document notes that “what is often
called the ‘Jerusalem Council’ is significant al-
most as much for its process as for the theologi-
cal decision that resulted.” The decision of the
Council “was regarded as binding on churches
everywhere.” And, we read, “in sum, the lesson
of the Jerusalem Council is that, in the Church,
diversity of practice can be allowed, but only after a rep-
resentative body has agreed to allow some variation.”8

That is an astounding conclusion, since the lesson
from the Jerusalem Council is exactly the opposite. In
Acts 15 the diversity had already been taking
place. The Council met and validated that exist-
ing diversity, which previously had been blessed
by the Holy Spirit.

But, as we will see, that reversal of fact is only
one problematic aspect of the September 2016
document’s use of Acts 15, when viewed from
the perspective of what has actually taken place
in recent Adventist history. But before treating
that history, it will be helpful to examine Ellen
White’s remarks on the Council. In Acts of the
Apostles she notes that “it was the voice of the
highest authority upon the earth,” a descriptor
she would later apply to General Conference
sessions. Those words are also found in The Story
of Redemption, where the section on the Council
has the editorial title of “The First General Con-
ference.” The section notes that the Council was
called because the Jews did not believe that God
would authorize a change from traditional prac-

tices. But, she concludes that “God Himself had
decided this question by favoring the Gentiles
with the Holy Ghost” to demonstrate the need
for change. In short, God had given the Spirit to
the Gentiles in the same manner that he had to
the Jews.9 Thus unity in diversity was approved.

The point about the Spirit settling the matter
is an interesting one since at the 2015 General
Conference session there was no testimony from
female pastors regarding how the Holy Spirit
had blessed their ministries in the same way as
that of males: the very type of testimony that
had led to breaking the deadlock over accepting
Gentiles in Acts 15 (see vv. 8, 9), and had rein-
forced many members of the General Confer-
ence-appointed Theology of Ordination Study
Committee to approve, by a strong majority, the
concept of allowing those divisions that desired
to ordain females to move forward. In that sense,
the decision-making process of Acts 15 was not
followed.

A further point to note is that in Acts 15 all of
the decisions had a clear biblical base. The same
cannot be said of the 2015 General Conference
session vote, as we will see in our treatment of
Adventism’s ecclesiological authority.

Several other points should be made in rela-
tion to Acts 15. First, Paul later opted not to fol-
low the Council’s decision of Acts 15:20, 29 in
regard to abstaining from food sacrificed to idols.
That is evident from 1 Corinthians 10:23–30,10

where in verses 25 and 27 he claims that it is per-
missible to eat meat offered to idols if it does not
offend anyone, a ruling that goes directly against
Acts 15 with its categorical prohibition. So we
find Paul adding conditions and making excep-
tions based on cultural context. What Paul could
have done was to announce that the first General
Conference in session had passed a universal rule
and that he had a copy of the letter to prove it.
That would have solved the problem and saved
Paul a lot of ink and explanation. In actuality, we
do not find Paul in any of his letters referring to
the Acts 15 Council, even though it could have
been helpful to him.

A second point that should be noted is that the
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Seventh-day Adventist Church does not follow
the “universal” rulings of Acts 15:29, 20 in that it
does not prohibit the eating of blood by requiring
flesh eaters in its midst to eat only kosher meat
that has been killed in the proper way, so that the
blood is drained completely from it. So, we find
the Adventists being similar to Paul in interpret-
ing and discarding aspects of the ruling largely
based on cultural considerations.

With those facts in mind, it can be argued
that the real lesson to be gained from Acts 15 is
one of unity in diversity, with Jewish and Gen-
tile Christians having freedom to follow differ-
ing paths because the Holy Spirit fell in the
same way on both groups.

Regarding Matthew 18, the September 2016
documents produced by the General Confer-
ence Secretariat claim that “Seventh-day Adven-
tists believe the authority granted to the Church
by Jesus enables Church leaders to make deci-
sions that bind all members.” Such leadership
decisions, the documents note, are made “at GC
Sessions and Annual Councils.”11

That is an interesting perspective, especially in
the light of the Roman Catholic Church usage of
that passage, and its parallel in Matthew 16, to
teach that whatever the church votes on earth is
ratified in heaven. But the Greek in the verse ac-
tually says that “whatever you bind on the earth
will have been bound in heaven.” (cf. NASB). The
Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary has it correct
when it notes that “even here Heaven’s ratifica-
tion of the decision on earth will take place only
if the decision is made in harmony with the prin-
ciples of Heaven.” 

The Commentary’s remark on the parallel pas-
sage in Matthew 16:19 is even clearer. Namely,
the binding and loosening function of the
church is “to require or to prohibit whatever In-
spiration clearly reveals. But to go beyond this is
to substitute human authority for the authority
of Christ . . .  a tendency that Heaven will not
tolerate in those who have been appointed to
the oversight of the citizens of the kingdom of
heaven on earth.”13 Ellen White makes the same
point when she notes that “whatever the church

does that is in accordance with the directions
given in God’s word will be ratified in heaven.”14

What is most interesting in the General Con-
ference’s repeated use of the binding and loosen-
ing verses is that it consistently uses Matthew
18:18 and neglects Matthew 16:19. That is un-
derstandable since Matthew 16:18, 19 not only
sets forth the binding function of the church but
also contains Christ’s remark about Peter and the
rock upon which Christ will build His church
and the keys of the kingdom, making it the
foundation of Roman Catholic ecclesiology.
With that in mind, it is easier to see why the
General Conference documents emphasize
Matthew 18:18 but avoid the parallel passage.
There is not much to be gained in using
Catholicism’s favorite passage even if it makes
the same essential point. But a fascinating aspect
of the use of those verses is that both the Ad-
ventists in their recent documents and the
Roman Catholics have misread the text in the
same manner for similar ends.

One interesting point related to the General
Conference’s use of Matthew 18 is that it is not
the church that calls pastors but, according to
Ephesians 4:11, God. All the earthly church can
do is bind or ratify God’s decision through com-
missioning or ordaining. That is biblical, as is
the laying on of hands in recognition of God’s
call. What is not biblical is ordination as we
know it. In fact, our English word “ordination”
does not derive from “any Greek word used in
the New Testament, but from the Latin ordi-
naire.”15 As a result, modern translations tend to
use such words as “appoint” or “consecrate”
where the KJV uses “ordain.”16 The word “ordina-
tion” as Adventists use it is not a biblical teaching but one
that finds its roots in the early and early-medieval
church.17 From that perspective, the distinction between
ordaining and commissioning is a word game of no bibli-
cal substance.

Ellen White’s Historical Approach to Authority
At the very heart of Ellen White’s understanding
of religious authority was the place of the Bible.
“The Bible,” she wrote, “must be our standard for
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every doctrine and practice. . . . We are to receive no one’s
opinion without comparing it with the Scriptures. Here is
divine authority which is supreme in matters of faith. It is
the word of the living God that is to decide all controver-
sies.”18 That thought undergirded Ellen White’s theology
throughout her long ministry.

In regard to her own authority, she (as did the other
founders of Adventism) regarded it as derived from the au-
thority of Scripture and subservient to it. She pictured her
relation to the Bible as “a lesser light to lead men and
women to the greater light.”19

In many ways, the most enlightening episode regarding
Ellen White’s position on authority took place in relation
to the 1888 General Conference session.20 At that event
she had to confront those pushing traditional Adventist
perspectives at several levels of human authority. One ap-
proach was General Conference President G. I. Butler’s
self-perception of having “the highest position that our
people could impose” and his claim of special rights and
responsibilities in settling theological issues in the church.
Ellen White made short shrift of that approach. Soon after
the 1888 meetings, she wrote that Butler “thinks his posi-
tion gives him such power that his voice is infallible.” “No
man is to be authority for us,” she penned.21

A second approach she had to deal with was the at-
tempt to use Adventist tradition to solve the biblical issues.
She responded to that tactic by writing that “as a people
we are certainly in great danger, if we are not constantly
guarded, of considering our ideas, because long cherished,
to be Bible doctrine and in every point infallible, and
measuring everyone by the rule of our interpretation of
Bible truth. This is our danger, and this would be the
greatest evil that could ever come to us as a people.”22

A third category of human authority she had to face in
the 1888 era was the drive at the Minneapolis session to
solve the theological and biblical issues by establishing the
denomination’s official position through a formal vote of
the General Conference in session. As usual, Ellen White
had words for the denomination on that topic. “The church,”
she penned, “may pass resolution upon resolution to put down all
disagreement of opinions, but we cannot force the mind and will, and
thus root out disagreement. These resolutions may conceal the discord,
but they cannot quench it and establish perfect agreement. Nothing
can perfect unity in the church but the spirit of Christlike forbear-
ance.” W. C. White expressed his view regarding an official
vote to settle the disputed issues by declaring to the Min-

neapolis delegates that he would feel compelled “to preach
what he believed, whatever way the conference decided
the question” at hand.23

Unrelated to the 1888 event, but intimately connected
to the problem of churchly authority, is Ellen White’s
statement in The Great Controversy that “the very beginning of
the great apostasy was in seeking to supplement the authority of God
by that of the church.”24

A second major topic related to Ellen White’s historic
view on authority has to do with the General Conference
as God’s highest authority on earth. That topic will be
treated in the next major section of this paper, which deals
with ecclesiastical authority in Adventism.

But before moving to that topic we need to examine
briefly Ellen White’s perspective on ordination. We noted
earlier that ordination as practiced by the church is not a
biblical issue. But according to Ellen White, it did become
an important issue in the history of the early church. In
treating the laying of hands on Paul and Barnabas in Acts
13:3, she writes that God

instructed the church . . . to set them apart publicly to the work of
the ministry. Their ordination was a public recognition of
their divine appointment. . .. [They] had already received
their commission from God Himself, and the ceremony
of the laying on of hands added no new grace or virtual
qualification. . . . By it the seal of the church was set upon the
work of God. . . . At a later date the rite of ordination by
the laying on of hands was greatly abused; unwar-
rantable importance was attached to the act, as if a power
came at once upon those who received such ordination.25

In speaking of the same event in another place she says
much the same thing, but adds that their ordination by the
laying on of hands “was merely setting the seal of the
church upon the work of God—an acknowledged form of
designation to an appointed office.”26

By speaking of abuse of the term “ordination” in the
church, Ellen White is undoubtedly referring in part to the
sacerdotal approach to the authority of the priesthood
conferred by ordination that gave them such power as to
transform the bread and wine into the actual body and
blood of Christ. But more to the point is the hierarchical
power of the higher clergy, in which excessive authority
has traditionally been granted to bishops with special
headship function as fathers of the church. Such power is
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conferred through the “sacrament of holy orders
or ordination.”27

Given the amount of heat generated in some
Adventist circles on the topic of ordination, one
might surmise that somehow power and author-
ity is being transferred to the ordinand. While
that might do for Roman Catholic theology, it
does not hold up in either the Bible or Ellen
White. To the contrary, just as baptism does not
erase original sin but is rather an outward sym-
bol of a changed heart, and just as the bread and
the wine are not magically transformed into the
actual body and blood of Christ in the sacrifice
of the Mass but are rather symbols of what
Christ accomplished on the cross, so it is that
the laying on of hands in what has come to be
called ordination does not confer power but is
symbolic in recognition of the power already
conferred by God in the calling and empower-
ment of a pastor. What counts is not the act of ordi-
nation but the calling of God. And the Seventh-day
Adventist Church has for many years recog-
nized that God calls both men and women to
pastoral ministry. The only difference is that the
church has opted to call one ordination and the
other commissioning. Such non-biblical verbal
gymnastics must lead the angels to scratch their
heads in bewilderment. However, it all seems to
be clear in Adventist policy.

But at least Ellen White is forthright on the
topic. No power or authority is transferred in or-
dination. That is a product of the history of the
church. And, in the words of the Revelator,
much of the Christian world seems to be follow-
ing after the beast (Rev. 13:3, NKJV) on the un-
derstanding and importance of ordination.

Historical Issues in Adventism’s Approach 
to Ecclesiology
So far, this paper has examined Adventism’s ap-
proach to biblical authority and Ellen White’s
historical approach to authority. Thus, the
stage has been set for an examination of the de-
nomination’s struggle to find and be faithful to
a balanced and biblical view of ecclesiastical
authority.

The Earliest Adventists and Ecclesiastical Authority:
1843–1863
Looking back at early Adventism, no one
could have predicted that, by the mid-twen-
tieth century, Seventh-day Adventism would
be the most highly structured denomination
in the history of Christianity, with four levels
of authority above the local congregation.28

The plain fact is that the earliest Adventists
feared structured churches. And with good
reason. That fear is nicely expressed in the
October 1861 meeting that saw the estab-
lishment of the first local conference. Part of
the discussion at that historic meeting had to
do with developing a formal statement of be-
lief. John Loughborough took the lead in the
discussion and laid out five progressive
points that nicely express the attitude of
most of his audience.

• “The first step of apostasy,” he noted, “is to
get up a creed, telling us what we shall be-
lieve.

• The second is, to make that creed a test of
fellowship.

• The third is to try members by that creed.
• The fourth to denounce as heretics those who

do not believe that creed.
• And, fifth, to commence persecution against

such.”29

James White also expressed his fears. “Making
a creed,” he wrote, “is setting the stakes, and bar-
ring up the way to all future advancement.”
Those churches that had set up creeds, 

have marked out a course for the Almighty. They say
virtually that the Lord must not do anything further
than what has been marked out in the creed. . . . The
Bible is our creed. We reject everything in the form of a
human creed. We take the Bible and the gifts of the
Spirit; embracing the faith that thus the Lord will teach
us from time to time. And in this we take a position
against the formation of a creed. We are not taking one
step, in what we are doing, toward becoming Babylon
[as oppression].30
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Those points are informative to those of us
who live 150 years later. While White feared a
backward-looking rigidity that would inhibit
the progressive dynamic in what the early Ad-
ventist’s thought of as an ongoing present
truth, Loughborough expressed fear of perse-
cution for those who did not line up with offi-
cial positions.

And the participants in that 1861 meeting
had good reasons to fear organized religious
bodies. Fresh in their memories was the perse-
cution of Millerites in 1843 and 1844 as pas-
tors lost their pulpits and followers their
memberships because of their belief in the
Bible’s teaching on Second Advent. They had
come to see organized religion in terms of the
persecuting Babylon of the books of Daniel
and Revelation. It was no accident that Mil-
lerite George Storrs wrote in early 1844 that
“no church can be organized by man’s inven-
tion but what it becomes Babylon the moment it
is organized.” In the same article Storrs asserted
that Babylon “is the old mother and all her chil-
dren [the Protestant denominations]; who are
known by the family likeness, a domineering,
lordly spirit; a spirit to suppress a free search
after truth, and a free expression of our convic-
tion of what is truth.”31 Charles Fitch had been
of the same opinion in his famous sermon call-
ing Millerites to come out of Babylon, the
fallen denominations.32

It was the fear of Babylon as persecuting
churches that kept any of the six major groups
that came out of the Millerite movement from
organizing before the 1850s and 1860s. And
none but the Sabbatarian Adventists would ever
organize above the congregational level.33

The fear of organized denominations as per-
secuting Babylon stands at the foundation of
early Adventist attitudes in regard to organizing
as a church. But, in the 1850s, James White
began to emphasize an alternate biblical mean-
ing of Babylon. In July 1859, he let it be known
in the most descriptive language that he was sick
and tired of the cry of Babylon every time that
anyone mentioned organization. 

Bro. Confusion, makes a most egregious blunder in calling
system, which is in harmony with the Bible and good
sense, Babylon. As Babylon signifies confusion, our
erring brother has the very word stamped upon his own
forehead. And we venture to say that there is not another
people under heaven more worthy of the brand of Baby-
lon than those professing the Advent faith who reject Bible
order. Is it not high time that we as a people heartily em-
brace everything that is good and right in the churches?33

It is impossible to overestimate the force of
White’s redirection of the emphasis from Baby-
lon being primarily seen as persecution to that
of confusion. That new emphasis went far to-
ward paving the way for the Sabbatarians to or-
ganize as a religious body, legally own property,
pay pastors on a regular basis, assign pastors to
locations where they were needed, and develop
a system for transferring membership. In the
end, developing church organization had one
major end. Namely, to expedite the mission of
the denomination.

But the redefinition of Babylon was only one
of the transformations that allowed the Sab-
batarian Adventists to organize. A second essen-
tial transformation had to do with moving
beyond the biblical literalism of White’s earlier
days, when he believed that the Bible must ex-
plicitly spell out each aspect of church organiza-
tion. In 1859, he argued that “we should not be
afraid of that system which is not opposed by
the Bible, and is approved by sound sense.”35

Thus he had come to a new hermeneutic. White had
moved from a principle of Bible interpretation that held
that the only things Scripture allowed were those things it
explicitly approved to a hermeneutic that allowed for de-
velopments that did not contradict the Bible and were in
harmony with common sense. That shift was absolutely
essential to moving forward in the creative steps in church
organization that he would advocate in the 1860s.

That revised hermeneutic, however, put
White in opposition to those who maintained a
literalistic approach to the Bible that demanded
that it explicitly spell something out before the
church could accept it. To answer that mental-
ity, White noted that nowhere in the Bible did it
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say that Christians should have a weekly paper,
a steam printing press, build places of worship,
or publish books. He went on to argue that the
“living church of God” needed to move forward
with prayer and common sense.36

Without the radical shift in hermeneutical
principles there would have been no organiza-
tion among the Sabbatarians above the local
congregation. But the new hermeneutic allowed
them not only to organize but to create a struc-
ture that made it possible to take their unique
message to the ends of the earth. Mission, we
must note again, was always behind the Adven-
tist mentality as it sought to dynamically move
forward on the basis of a hermeneutic that al-
lowed those things that did not contradict the
Bible and were in harmony with common sense.

With the new hermeneutic and the new defi-
nition of Babylon in place, the Sabbatarians
were in position to develop the non-biblical
concept of local conferences in 1861 and the
equally non-biblical concept of a General Con-
ference in 1863. That last move was “for the pur-
pose of securing unity and efficiency in labor,
and promoting the general interests of the cause
of present truth, and of perfecting the organiza-
tion of the Seventh-day Adventists.”37

Ecclesiastical Tensions and the Creation of Unions:
1863–1903
As might be expected, tensions eventually devel-
oped between the authority of the local confer-
ences and that of the General Conference. In
August 1873, for example, in the context of a
lack of respect for General Conference officers,
James White noted that “our General Confer-
ence is the highest earthly authority with our
people, and is designed to take charge of the en-
tire work in this and all other countries.”38

Then, in 1877, the General Conference in
session voted 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 de-
cisions 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.”39

That vote seems clear enough and both of the
Whites accepted it. Please note, however, that it
did highlight limitations related to the “proper
jurisdiction” of the General Conference and “the
rights of individual conscience.” 

Interestingly, Ellen White on several occa-
sions questioned whether the rulings of the
General Conference were always the voice of
God. In 1891, for example, she wrote that “I was
obliged to take the position that there was not
the voice of God in the General Conference
management and decisions. . . . Many of the po-
sitions taken, going forth as the voice of the
General Conference, have been the voice of
one, two, or three men who were misleading the
Conference.”40 Again, in 1896, she noted that
the General Conference “is no longer the voice
of God.”41 And, in 1901, she wrote that “the
people have lost confidence in those who have
management of the work. Yet we hear that the
voice of the [General Conference] is the voice
of God. Every time I have heard this, I have
thought that it was almost blasphemy. The voice
of the conference ought to be the voice of God,
but it is not.”42

An analysis of those negative statements indi-
cates that they refer to occasions when the Gen-
eral Conference did not act as a representative
body, when its decision-making authority was
centralized in a person or a few people, or when
the General Conference had not been following
sound principles.43

That conclusion lines up with Ellen White’s
statements across time. In fact, she specifically
spoke to the point in a manuscript read before
the delegates of the 1909 General Conference
session in which she responded to the schis-
matic activities of A. T. Jones and others. 

At times, [she told the delegates], when a small group of
men entrusted with the general management of the work
have, in the name of the General Conference, sought to
carry out unwise plans and to restrict God’s work, I
have said that I could no longer regard the voice of the

39WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG n church structure and authority

What counts 

is not the act 

of ordination 

but the calling

of God.



General Conference, represented by these few men, as the voice of
God. But this is not saying that the decisions of a General Confer-
ence composed of an assembly of duly appointed, representative men
from all parts of the field should not be respected. God has ordained
that the representatives of His church from all parts of the earth,
when assembled in a General Conference, shall have authority.44

The second round of organizational refinement took
place between 1901 and 1903,45 when several major
changes were made. The two most important were the re-
placement of the autonomous auxiliary organizations (such
as those that controlled education, publishing, medical,
Sabbath school, and so on) with the departmental system,
and the development of union conferences to stand as in-
termediary administrative units between the General Con-
ference and the local conferences. Both of those
innovations had been experimented with in South Africa
and Australia before the 1901 session. Both of them had
been developed in response to regional mission needs, and
both were developed in opposition to General Conference
pronouncements and procedures.

General Conference President O. A. Olsen thought he
saw “elements of danger” in the departmental systems and
told A. T. Robinson in South Africa not to develop de-
partments.46 But it was too late. Because of the large
amount of time it took to communicate from North
America, Robinson had instituted the program and found
out that it worked.

It is of interest that the General Conference leadership
also opposed the creation of union conferences.47 But W.
C. White and A. G. Daniells, president and secretary of
the Australian field, moved forward in spite of counsel
from headquarters. Years later Daniells reported that not
everyone was happy with the union conference idea.
“Some of our brethren thought then that the work was
going to be wrecked, that we were going to tear the or-
ganization all to pieces, and get up secession out there in
the South Sea islands.” But in actuality, he observed, the
result was quite the opposite. The new organizational ap-
proach greatly facilitated the mission of the church in the
South Pacific, while the new Australasian Union Confer-
ence remained a loyal and integral part of the General
Conference system.48

Here we need to remember an important lesson in the history of Ad-
ventist organization. Namely, that both of the major innovations
adopted by the 1901 General Conference session were in response to

regional mission and both were developed in opposition to General
Conference counsel. But they worked. The major lesson is that
without the freedom to experiment, Adventism would not
have its present system of organization.

Ellen White was overjoyed with the development of
union conferences. In calling for reform on the first day of
the 1901 session she noted to the delegates that “God has
not put any kingly power in our ranks to control this or
that branch of the work. The work has been greatly re-
stricted by the efforts to control it in every line. . . . If the
work had not been so restricted by an impediment here,
and an impediment there, and on the other side an impedi-
ment, it would have gone forward in its majesty.”9 At the
1903 session she declared that “it has been a necessity to organ-
ize union conferences, that the General Conference shall not exercise
dictation over all the separate conferences.”50

On the basis of those and other comments, the late
Gerry Chudleigh has argued that the unions “were created
to act as firewalls between the GC and the conferences,
making ‘dictation’ impossible.” He buttressed his firewall
image with two major points. First, “each union had its
own constitution and bylaws and was to be governed by
its own constituency.” And, second, “the officers of each
union were to be elected by their own union constituency,
and, therefore, could not be controlled, replaced or disci-
plined by the GC.”51

“To put it as bluntly as possible,” Chudleigh wrote, 

after 1901, the General Conference could vote whatever it wanted
unions and conferences to do, or not do, but the unions and confer-
ences were autonomous and could do what they believed would best
advance the work of God in their fields. The GC executive commit-
tee, or the General Conference in business session, could vote to fire
a union president or conference president, or vote to merge a union
or conference with another one, but their vote would change noth-
ing: the union or conference would still exist and the member dele-
gates could elect whoever they wanted as president.52

A case in point in contemporary Adventism is the
Southeastern California Conference, which has an or-
dained female president, in spite of the wishes of the Gen-
eral Conference.

The situation looked good in 1901 with the union con-
ferences in place. But the push for both unity and unifor-
mity by the General Conference over time would erode
the accomplishments of 1901. The most significant move
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along that line, as we will see, took place at the
1995 General Conference session.

The erosion of the ideal of unity in diversity
had, unfortunately, already begun soon after the
1901 session. The following two years would
witness a major struggle for the control of Ad-
ventism between General Conference President
A. G. Daniells and J. H. Kellogg, the powerful
leader of the denomination’s medical work.

Ellen White, back in 1894, had set forth
“unity in diversity” as “God’s plan,” with unity
being achieved by each aspect of the work being
connected to Christ the vine.53 In 1901 and
1902, Daniells had championed that ideal, not-
ing in 1902 to the European Union Conference
that just “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.”54

But that ideal began to give way by late 1902,
as the Kellogg forces sought to unseat Daniells
and replace him with A. T. Jones, who was by
that time in the doctor’s camp. In that struggle,
the Kellogg/Jones forces pushed for diversity.
That dynamic impelled Daniells to emphasize
unity as he moved toward a more authoritative
stance. Thus the delicate balance between unity
in diversity lost out soon after the 1901 session.
And, as Barry Oliver points out, unity at the ex-
pense of diversity has been the focus of the
General Conference leadership ever since the
1902 crisis.55

The only significant development in Adven-
tist church structure since 1901/1903 took place
in 1918 with the creation of world divisions of
the General Conference. But it should be noted
that the divisions are not conferences with their
own constituencies but parts of the General
Conference administration that represent the
central body in various parts of the world.56

An ongoing temptation of the General Con-
ference throughout its history has been to over-
step the bounds of its authority. General
Conference President George I. Butler generated
one of the boldest moves in that direction in
1873. “Never,” he penned on the first page of his

little book titled Leadership, was there a “great
movement in this world without a leader. . . . As
nature bestows upon men a variety of gifts, it
follows that some have clearer views than others
of what best advances the interests of any cause.
And the best good of all interested in any given
object will be attained by intelligently following
the counsels of those best qualified to guide.”
Butler had no doubt that James White had
played a role akin to that of Moses, and that in
all matters of expediency in the Adventist cause
it was right “to give his [White’s] judgment the
preference.”57 The 1873 General Conference
session officially adopted Butler’s ideas. But both
of the Whites eventually felt uncomfortable
with the document and wrote against many of
its principles.58 As a result, the 1875 and 1877
sessions rescinded the endorsement, especially
those sections dealing with leadership being
“confined to any one man.”59

Kevin Burton, in his recent MA thesis on But-
ler’s Leadership, did an excellent job of demon-
strating that Butler wrote with James White as
the leader he had in mind. But the self-imposed
scope of Burton’s research did not allow for the
demonstration that Butler’s style and claims in
the 1873 document mirror his own style and
claims in the 1888 conflict.60 On October 1,
1888, Butler wrote a long letter to Ellen White
repeatedly emphasizing that he had “the highest
position” in the denomination and should have
the rights that go with that position. She replied
to him on October 14 that he did “not under-
stand [his] true position,” that he had “false ideas
of what belonged to [his] position,” that he had
turned his “mind into wrong channels,” that he
had “not kept pace with the opening providence
of God,” and that he had mingled his “natural
traits of character” with his work. Most serious of
all the charges was that he was seeking to manipulate the
information that would come before the 1888 General
Conference session. Speaking to the General Con-
ference president and Uriah Smith (the secre-
tary), she wrote that “you must not think that
the Lord has placed you in the position that you
now occupy as the only men who are to decide
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as to whether any more light and truth shall
come to God’s people.” She noted in this letter
and others that Butler’s influence had led other
session delegates to also “disregard light.”61

A broad study of the 1888 crisis indicates that
the most serious problem troubling the Min-
neapolis meeting was the high-handed asser-
tions of position and manipulation of data by
the president and his colleagues.62 It should be
noted in passing that the theme of Butler’s 1873
Leadership was “union” and “order.”63 Unity was
the goal in that document and the same preser-
vation of unity would be Butler’s goal in the ma-
nipulation of data in the 1888 period.

Butler, as we know, lost the 1888 struggle. He
had sought to impose not only unity but theo-
logical uniformity on the denomination. But
Ellen White pushed against him with the alter-
nate ideal of unity in diversity. She was, the
General Conference’s newly elected secretary
reported in 1890, not so much interested in the-
ological unity as she was in the unity of having a
Christlike spirit built on brotherly love.64

The major lesson to flow out of the 1888 cri-
sis is unity in diversity. That same principle
would undergird the reform of church structures
in 1901. As we saw earlier, the unity in diversity
ideal had begun to run into major difficulties in
1902 when Daniells began to assert his authority
as General Conference president in his struggle
with Kellogg. At that point, diversity began to
take a back seat to unity and Ellen White, in
1903, had to warn the reforming General Con-
ference president that he could not “exercise a
kingly power over [his] brethren.”63

Removal of the Union Conference Firewall: 1980–2016
In spite of Daniells’ temptation to wrongly use
the power of his office, the balance between
unity and diversity institutionalized by the cre-
ation of union conferences fared tolerably well
for most of the twentieth century. In his sum-
mary of that period, Gerry Chudleigh notes that
the constitutions and bylaws created and voted
at the 1901 session for the first unions “con-
tained no requirement that the unions adopt or

follow GC policies, procedures, programs, ini-
tiatives, etc.”66

But that would begin to change in the legal
documents of the denomination in the 1980s
and come to a climax in the 1990s and the first
two decades of the twenty-first century. The
1980s witnessed the development by the Gen-
eral Conference of a “Model Union Conference
Constitution and Bylaws.” In 1985, the Working
Policy stated that the model should be “followed
as closely as possible.” But by 1995, the same
section would note that the model “shall be fol-
lowed by all union conferences. . . . Those sec-
tions of the model bylaws that appear in bold
print are essential to the unity of the Church
worldwide, and shall be included in the bylaws
as adopted by each union conference. Other
sections of the model may be modified.” In 1985
the model stipulated that all “purposes and pro-

cedures” of the unions would be in harmony
with the “working policies and procedures” of
the General Conference. By 1995 General Con-
ference “programs and initiatives” had been
added. And in 2000 all “policies” was included.
All of those additions were in bold print.67 Thus,
between 1985 and 2000, the Working Policy not
only erased the 1901 model of unity in diversity
set forth for unions in the Ellen White-led drive
for decentralization, but had become progres-
sively more engineered toward centralization of
authority in a drive for unity with less and less
diversity.

The challenge for the General Conference in
the mid-eighties was to get existing union con-
ferences to adopt the new model. In that, they
succeeded in some unions and failed in others.

The case of the North Pacific Union opens
a window into the dynamics. In September
1986, it rejected the model. But perhaps the
most significant event connected to that rejec-
tion was the reading of General Conference
president Neal Wilson’s letter to the delegates.
Wilson made it clear that the General Confer-
ence was the “highest authority in the church”
and that it had the authority to create subordi-
nate organizations. He then chastised the
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North Pacific Union for having two years be-
fore created its own constitution that was not
in harmony with the model. He also threat-
ened the noncompliant union, claiming that he
saw “the only other option” to be an investiga-
tion “to determine whether [the] union . . . is
operating within the spirit and guidelines es-
tablished for union conferences, with the un-
derstanding that appropriate action will be
taken in the case of organizations that do not
measure up to the standard.”68

That unvarnished threat indicates that the
type of actions threatened by the General Con-
ference in 2016 have a history. And that his-
tory is solidly rooted in the tightening up of
the relationship between union conferences
and the General Conference in the modified
Working Policy. 

The 1990s would witness the move by the
General Conference leadership to centralize its
authority move into high gear. Robert Folken-
berg, the new General Conference president,
faced with the important but daunting task of
maintaining order in a massive world church, es-
tablished in 1991 the Commission on World
Church Organization, which met several times
until its work was completed in 1994. The suc-
cessful aspects of the Commission’s work went
to the 1995 General Conference session. Others
fell by the wayside. All of them were aimed at
the centralization of authority.

Among those that fell by the wayside was an
attempt to take away the exclusive right of local
congregations to disfellowship members. The
stimulus for the move was the fact that Des Ford
of Glacier View fame and John Osborne of
Prophecy Countdown still held church member-
ship in sympathetic congregations that would
not disfellowship them. Osborne’s case is inter-
esting since, although he lived in Florida, his
membership, being threatened there, had been
rescued by the Troy, Montana, church where he
had never lived. At that point, those in the Gen-
eral Conference who wanted action threatened
to disband the church. I still remember getting a
late-evening phone call from one of the congre-

gation’s leaders telling me that they had an ulti-
matum: either disfellowship Osborne or face dis-
solution as an Adventist church. The
congregation was disbanded, but Osborne’s
membership had been rescued by the Village
Church in Angwin, California. Interestingly
enough, it was the Pacific Union College
Church in the same city that held Ford’s mem-
bership. Neither congregation responded to the
call to disfellowship the men. But the solution
seemed obvious—give higher levels of the
church structure the prerogative of disfellow-
shipping local church members.69 Ideally, the
idea ran, the same sort of logic could be used to
remove ministerial credentials and disband con-
gregations. Thus the “higher” levels would have
more control over situations that they believed
the lower levels were not handling correctly.

Bert Haloviak, General Conference archivist
at the time, notes that he, Paul Gordon of the
White Estate, and a member of the Biblical Re-
search Institute were summoned to Folkenberg’s
office and each asked to write a paper with the
“hidden agenda” of supporting some of the Gen-
eral Conference’s initiatives. The Institute’s
paper was written by Raoul Dederen of Andrews
University. All three papers, although written
independently and from different perspectives,
concluded that the General Conference did not
have grounding to do such things as disfellow-
shipping members. I recall Dederen, a colleague
of mine at the time with specialties in ecclesiol-
ogy and Roman Catholic theology, having re-
marked at the Cohutta Springs meeting of
March 1993 that some of the proposed initia-
tives were in essence the revival of medieval
Catholicism.70

The most successful aspects of the Commis-
sion’s recommendations saw passage at the
1995 General Conference session. That session
not only witnessed a further tightening of the
control measures embedded in the model con-
stitutions, but also passed legislation that al-
lowed for noncompliant unions, conferences,
and missions to be disbanded if they did not
come into line with General Conference poli-
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cies and initiatives. Since 1995, the General
Conference Working Policy has contained a
new section titled “Discontinuation of Confer-
ences, Missions, Unions, and Unions of
Churches by Dissolution and/or Expulsion.”71

Utilizing the ever more centralizing require-
ments of the model constitution, the new sec-
tion (B 95) proclaims the power to disband any
union, conference, or mission that is out of har-
mony with General Conference policy. With
what has become policy B 95 in place, the
General Conference had arrived at the point
where it could threaten the existence of two
North American Division unions in September
and October 2016. 

Meanwhile, the measures attempted in the
early nineties had met a fair amount of resistance
both in committees and at Annual Council
meetings. Susan Sickler, a member of the Gover-
nance Commission, saw it as a “huge power
grab,” while Herman Bauman, Arizona Confer-
ence president, said that the essence of the com-
mission report could be spelled “with the letters
C-O-N-T-R-O-L.” One General Conference
staffer quipped in a private conversation that
“What the Catholic Church took 300 years to
achieve, we are doing in 150.”72

Folkenberg, on the other hand, “kept saying
this was in no way a centralization of power.”
In response, one NAD union president noted
to the Commission that “if it walks like a duck
and it quacks like a duck, it probably is a duck.”
Neal Wilson, who had his own issues with his
successor, aggressively supported those who
saw the issue as centralization.73

Ted Wilson, then president of the division
encompassing Russia, was reported to have said
at a commission meeting that he would have dif-
ficulty getting some of the recommendations ac-
cepted in a country that had just exited
communism.74 That, needless to say, was a perti-
nent insight that might have meaning in 2017
for those who understand the significance of the
Protestant Reformation.

One final point needs to be made in regard to
the Governance Commission. Namely, that

some person or persons “high up” in the General
Conference apparently manipulated the data so
that the final form of the commission report did
not line up with what was voted. Folkenberg did
not indicate “how and why it came into final
form without discussion and a vote from the
commission.”75 The manipulation of data would
reappear in 2015.

We now move to the 2015 General Confer-
ence session as a final building block that led up
to the noncompliance threat issued at the 2016
Annual Council. The major event of the 2015
session, of course, was the vote to not allow di-
visions the option of ordaining female pastors.
That action is clear enough. But the way it took
place leaves open the question of whether the
action represents a “voice of God” vote enacted
by the General Conference in session.

To grasp the significance of that issue we
need to go to the early presidency of Ted Wil-
son, when he established the Theology of Ordi-
nation Study Committee (TOSC). This
worldwide panel of over 100 scholars and non-
scholars, who had a burden on the topic met in
2013 and 2014 with the aim of informing the
church on ordination issues at a scholarly level
so that an informed vote could take place in
2015.76 The study cost the denomination hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars. As the General
Conference Secretariat noted, “voices from
around the world from all sides were heard; the
arguments and supporting documents of all per-
spectives were made freely available online. . . .
The process was unmatched in both breadth and
depth.”77 All those points are true and were in-
cluded in a document that suggested penalties
for those unions that had not come into line
with the 2015 vote. All of this is forcefully out-
lined in a document entitled “A Study of Church
Governance and Unity” developed by the Gen-
eral Conference Secretariat in September 2016. 

But, unfortunately, the “Study” in actuality set
the stage for disunity in that it inflated the docu-
ment’s value for its own purposes but did not re-
port the findings of TOSC. That maneuver is
merely the tip of a nasty iceberg.
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As impossible as it seems after having spent
so much money and time on the project, the re-
sults of TOSC were never clearly presented to
the General Conference session at the time of
the vote. And for good reason. Apparently,
TOSC’s consensus did not support the desired
conclusions of certain individuals at the top of
the denominational power structure.78 Thus the
2015 delegates were not informed that a super-
majority of two-thirds (62 for and 32 opposed)
of the members of TOSC was in favor of allow-
ing divisions to make the choice on whether to
ordain female pastors.79 In addition, the dele-
gates were not informed that at least nine80 of
the thirteen divisions of the church in their
TOSC reports were favorable toward letting
each division make its own decision on female
ordination. Nor did the final TOSC report pres-
ent that data. It did, however, present the posi-
tions of three distinct groupings of delegates
that developed during TOSC’s two-year jour-
ney. But the delegates at the 2015 session were
not explicitly informed that two of those orien-
tations were in favor of each division making its
own choice.81

Had the actual findings of TOSC been re-
ported, the vote, in all probability, would have
been different. After all, a 10 percent shift in
the vote would have changed the outcome.
The final tally at the General Conference ses-
sion in San Antonio was 977 (42%) in favor of
flexibility in ordination to 1,381 against, a re-
markably close vote considering how the
process was handled.

Not the least of the problems associated with
the vote was the non-neutrality of the General
Conference president, who reminded the session
delegates on voting day that they knew his posi-
tion on the topic (which was clearly understood
to be against the ordination of women). That
non-neutrality was bad enough, but it was stated
with the full knowledge that a significant major-
ity of TOSC, a committee that he had author-
ized to solve the problem, had concluded to
recommend that divisions should have the right
to ordain females if they chose to do so.82 And

in a world church in which the vast majority of
the delegates come from tribal and Roman
Catholic cultures, a word from the denomina-
tion’s top administrator has significance. The
Norwegian Union Conference made an impor-
tant point when it suggested that if unity was
high on the agenda of the General Conference
president, he could have clearly reported the
findings of TOSC and called for a solution in
line with its results.83

At this point the widespread “disgust” ex-
pressed by a significant number of the TOSC
membership at the reversal of the General Con-
ference president should be noted for the
record. At the beginning of the meetings, when
it apparently looked like the carefully selected
participants would come up with the “correct”
conclusion, he spoke to the committee on the
importance of their work, that it was not merely
another investigation into a much-studied topic
but that their findings would make a difference.
But when the majority recommendation went
the other way, he intimated at the final meeting
that it was largely a North American committee
and that if it had been a world committee the
decision would have been different. He was re-
minded publicly that although many of the
members were working in North America, they
were in fact from around the world. But to no
avail. The findings of the committee seem at
that point to have become not so important and
were marginalized at the 2015 session.84

There were also serious irregularities in the
2015 voting, but this is not the place to discuss
them.85 On the other hand, it should be pointed
out that no matter how the vote turned out or
how it could have turned out, the procedure it-
self suffered from the suppression and manipula-
tion of data. This is a serious charge to make,
but there is no alternative in the face of the han-
dling of the TOSC findings and the ongoing
misuse of them in General Conference docu-
ments, which trumpet the importance of the
study without reporting its results.86

William Johnsson, retired editor of the Adven-
tist Review, has pointed out that 2015 will go
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down in history as the most divisive General
Conference session since 1888.87 And he is cor-
rect. What is interesting is that in both sessions,
top people in the General Conference manipu-
lated data. In the 1888 era it was President G. I.
Butler, who Ellen White faulted for his desire to
decide what information came to the dele-
gates.88 One can only guess who decided to sup-
press and manipulate the reporting of the
findings of TOSC in 2015, but the only possi-
bility is a few people near the top of the General
Conference structure.

The significance of the manipulation and
suppression of crucial data that had been pro-
duced at immense expense for the purpose of
informing the church has vast implications,
especially since Ellen White, as we saw earlier,
repeatedly claimed in the 1890s that she no
longer held that the General Conference was
the voice of God because its decisions were
really the decisions of a few men. That is ex-
actly what we find in the events leading up to
the vote in San Antonio. A few people de-
cided what information went to the delegates.
Even the General Conference’s “Study of
Church Governance and Unity” document
pointed out that Ellen White was upset when
“‘two or three men’” tried to control the
church’s mission or when “‘merely a half a
dozen’ at the world headquarters” sought “‘to
be a ruling and controlling power.’” The
“Study” document was correct in its use of that
inspired material. But it was dead wrong when
it claimed that what happened in the late
1800s “is a world away from the situation
today.”89 It was actually the same situation and
dynamic, with a few people in their decision-
making capacity controlling information and
events. As a result, from the perspective of
Ellen White’s writings, we do not have a voice
of God vote from the world church in 2015.
Instead, we have the same old manipulation
and kingly power approaches that she de-
tested in 1888 and the 1890s.

And the manipulation was not merely of
data, but also of process. Here one example

must suffice. The General Conference docu-
ments uplift the Acts 15 conference “almost as
much for its process as for the theological deci-
sion that resulted,” but that appreciation was
not evident in San Antonio. For one thing, the
General Conference documents do not de-
scribe the Acts 15 process. Rather, they infer
that the process was voting to be followed by
mandatory obedience.90 But Acts 15 outlines
not only the actual process but also the essen-
tial tipping point in that process. The break-
through in Acts 15 truly was based on process
and came when Peter was able to demonstrate
that the Holy Spirit made no distinction be-
tween Jews and Gentiles but came in the same
way to both groups (Acts 15:8, 9). Without
that evidence there would have been nothing
but ongoing divisiveness. With it there was
healing and unity. What would have happened
in San Antonio if the process utilized in Acts
15 had been used on the day of the vote?
There would have been testimonies from peo-
ple put on the program that demonstrated that
the Holy Spirit fell upon the pastoral/evange-
listic ministries of women in the same way as
for men. Such testimonies were important in
the final TOSC meeting and helped lead to a
significant majority of the participants, despite
their personal position on women’s ordination,
to approve flexibility in the practice of ordain-
ing women.91 But the few people who set up
the procedure in San Antonio chose not to fol-
low the Acts 15 model, even though the
“Study of Church Governance” documents cite
that passage to bolster the General Confer-
ence’s authoritative position.

Much more could be said about the manipu-
lation of data and process in the events related
to the 2015 vote. But the illustrations are many
and my time is short. The final conclusion is
that the vote settled nothing. But it did divide
the denomination in ways that are tragic. Here
some wisdom from James and Ellen White
would have helped. James had written in 1874
that “creed power has been called to the rescue
[of church unity] in vain. It has been truly said
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that ‘The American people are a nation of
lords.’ In a land of boasted freedom of thought
and of conscience, like ours, church force cannot
produce unity; but has caused divisions, and has
given rise to religious sects and parties almost
innumerable.”92

His wife was of the same opinion. “The
church may pass resolution upon resolution to
put down all disagreement of opinions,” she
penned in 1892, “but we cannot force the mind
and will, and thus root out disagreement. These
resolutions may conceal the discord, but they
cannot quench it and establish perfect agree-
ment.”93 From her perspective, only the clear
word of Scripture could bring true unity. 

Christ made a pertinent point when He pro-
claimed that he who has ears needs to “hear
what the Spirit says to the churches” (Rev. 3:22,
RSV). I once heard a very wise man say that
those who like to quote Ellen White should lis-
ten to all she has to say and not just use her to
get across their own goals. Here are two selec-
tions that have been relevant throughout Ad-
ventism’s ongoing struggle over authority. In
1895, she penned that the high-handed power that
has been developed, as though position has made men
gods, makes me afraid, and ought to cause fear. It is
a curse wherever and by whomsoever it is exer-
cised. This lording it over God’s heritage will create
such a disgust of man’s jurisdiction that a state of insub-
ordination will result.” She went on to recommend
that the “only safe course is to remove” such
leaders since “all ye are brethren,” lest “great
harm be done.94

Another fascinating insight comes from the
Testimonies.

One man’s mind and judgment are not to be considered
capable of controlling and molding a conference. . . .
The president of a conference must not consider that his
individual judgment is to control the judgment of all. . . . 

Many, very many matters have been taken
up and carried by vote, that have involved far
more than was anticipated and far more than
those who voted would have been willing to

assent to had they taken the time to consider
the question from all sides.95  

In that quotation we find some excellent ad-
vice for Adventist decision makers as they ap-
proach the 2017 Annual Council.

So Where Are We in 2017?
Since the problem that has developed in the
past few years is over women’s ordination, I
should briefly comment on the topic.

• It is not prohibited in the Bible.
• It is not prohibited in Ellen White’s writings.
• The General Conference Working Policy does

not stipulate a gender requirement.96

• It is not a settled issue because of the suppres-
sion of information and the manipulation of
the process in 2015.

• Its practice will not stop, because there is no
biblical evidence for doing so.

• Its prohibition cannot be settled by a vote
alone. Adventist leaders need to refrain from
seeking to use policy as if it were Catholi-
cism’s Canon Law. We need to remember
that Adventism is post-Reformation.

It is true that in 1990 the denomination offi-
cially voted not to ordain women to the gospel
ministry because of “the possible risk of disunity,
dissension, and diversion from the mission of the
church.”97 That vote, we should note, did not
claim that the practice was wrong. It was not a
theological vote, but one based on the practical
grounds that it might cause disunity. That was
twenty-seven years ago and the denomination
has discovered that unity can be fractured in
more than one direction. The plain fact, in
2017, is that the church is seriously divided on
women’s ordination. But it probably would not
be if the conclusions generated by the TOSC
committee had not been suppressed at San An-
tonio, if the process in Acts 15 had been utilized
at the session, and if the General Conference
leadership would have used the findings of
TOSC as a tool to bring unity and healing to
the church.
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But that healing approach did not take place. As a re-
sult, a small group at denominational headquarters de-
cided to exert what it believed to be its authority in
September and October 2016, months that witnessed
the apex of the evolution of Adventist ecclesiological
authority and the continuation of the problematic re-
sults that both James and Ellen White had predicted
from the use of such authority. The initial September
recommendation, formulated in the presidential offices,
utilized the Working Policy rulings developed in the
1980s and 1990s to centralize authority. Especially im-
portant was B 95, voted into policy at the 1995 session,
which authorized the “dissolution” of noncompliant
union conferences that were not in harmony with Gen-
eral Conference policy. That initial document, whose
basic content was leaked to Spectrum, urged the disband-
ing of the offending unions and reconstituting them as
missions attached to the General Conference. That way
the union leaders could be removed and replaced and
constituency meetings could be called to reverse the or-
dination votes.98 My sources, many of whom requested
confidentiality in the present intimidating and threaten-
ing denominational climate,99 tell me that the initial
proposal, which did not have widespread input, was
withdrawn and all copies were collected by the General
Conference president. 

What eventually came out of a complex process was
the document generated by the Secretariat titled “A
Study of Church Governance and Unity.” This is not
the place to critique that document,100 but its existence
points to an interesting paradox. Namely, that the
move by General Conference headquarters in Silver
Spring to correct the noncompliant unions is out of
harmony with the General Conference’s own policy.
Mitchell Tyner, retired Associate General Counsel to
the General Conference, brought that issue to my at-
tention. He points out that the denomination’s top ad-
ministrators in September and October 2016 set about
to approve a policy for dealing with noncompliant
union conferences, in spite of the fact that such a pol-
icy already existed. According to B 95 15, all such
moves in regard to noncompliant unions are to be initi-
ated by the division. And if the division executive com-
mittee determines that a union conference/union of
churches with conference status is in apostasy or rebel-
lion and should be expelled from the world sisterhood

of unions, the division shall refer the matter to the
General Conference Executive Committee.101

With a clear procedure already in the Working Policy,
Tyner, with his legal training, wondered out loud why
anybody would want to create a new policy. The most
likely answer, he points out, “would seem to be that B 95
wasn’t exactly what the initiator(s) of this episode
wanted to do.”102

To put it bluntly, the General Conference presidential offices had
to step outside of policy to make its case for punishing those it deemed
to be outside of policy. After all, the Working Policy spells out
in unmistakable language that dissolution of unions must
begin at the division level. But if the division is not likely
to come up with the “proper” answer, alternatives must be
used. The selected alternative, in this case, was for presi-
dential to step outside of policy to accomplish the task. So
we have a case of blatant noncompliance with the Working Policy to
punish noncompliance.

Obviously, what is needed is a new policy that allows
the General Conference president to initiate actions
against anybody deemed deserving of such attention. Such
a policy, of course, would be a major step toward papalism
and unrestricted kingly power. 

Tyner points out that General Conference officers
“more than once have chosen to ignore policy if it seems
the best thing to do, as though policy is optional, not
mandatory. This is a bit like Richard Nixon’s position that if the
president does it, it isn’t illegal.”103

That rather pregnant thought brings us to 2017, during
which the Annual Council is to act on the fate of those
lower rungs in the organization who are to be dealt with
for their own noncompliance on women’s ordination. To
put it mildly, the leadership of the General Conference has
backed itself into an extraordinary situation in the evolu-
tion (or revolution) in Adventist authority.

Perhaps at this point in our story we might benefit from
a word from the originator of Adventist church structure,
who claimed in 1874 that “organization was designed to
secure unity of action, and as a protection from imposture.
It was never intended as a scourge to compel obedience,
but, rather, for the protection of the people of God.” Inter-
estingly, James White published that exact statement at
least twice, but with different comments each time. In
1874, he added that “church force cannot press the church
into one body. This has been tried, and has proved a fail-
ure.”104 And, in 1880, he added that
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those who drew the plan of our church, Conferences,
and General Conference organizations, labored to
guard the precious flock of God against the influence 
of those who might, in a greater or less degree, assume
the leadership. They were not ignorant of the evils and
abuses which had existed in many of the churches of
the past, where men had assumed the position which 
belongs to Jesus Christ, or had accepted it at the hands 
of their short-sighted brethren.105

And if we need a bit more from his wife, we
should recall her statement that the church
should think through all the possible conse-
quences of any voted action before legislation is
enacted.106

With those thoughts in mind we need to re-
member that the medieval Catholic Church never
viewed itself as persecuting anybody. It was just
making sure that people were in line with Canon
Law, its version of the Working Policy.

It has been a long journey, but this paper
must be brought to a conclusion. A little bit of
history demonstrates that Adventism’s ideas on
church authority have come a long way in 150
years. James Standish, formerly of the Religious
Liberty department of the General Conference,
has written that “as a movement, we are drifting
very dangerously into the hierarchicalism, for-
malism and dogmatism that our pioneers ex-
plicitly rejected.”107

Along that line, we need to remember that
part of James White’s strategy in getting Adven-
tists to organize in the first place was to help
them see that the biblical use of the word “Baby-
lon” not only signified persecution, but also con-
fusion. White sold them on the second meaning.
But it appears that the denomination is now in-
tent on resurrecting the first. Of course, given
the noncompliance of the General Conference
with its own policy, perhaps both meanings are
in evidence in 2017.

In the spirit of Luther Year and the General
Conference president’s call to be faithful to the
principles of the Reformation, I am offering my
own 9.5 Theses (I do not have time for 95). But
first I want to point out that there are times for soft

words. But there comes a time, as Martin Luther
discovered, for firm ones. Like Luther, I love my
church and hope for its reformation. I believe that
Luther wrote his propositions with love in his
heart. And I can assure you that I do the same. I re-
ally desire to see healing. Here are my 9.5.

9.5 Theses108

1. The only basis for Christian unity is Scrip-
ture, trust, and the love of God.

2. The Church Manual makes it clear that the
General Conference is the “highest author-
ity” for the world church, “under God.”109

3. It is God who calls pastors. All the church
can do is to recognize God’s call by the lay-
ing on of hands.

4. Ordination is not a biblical topic. (The pas-
sages using the word in the KJV generally
mean to appoint or consecrate.) From the
position of the Bible there is absolutely no
difference between ordaining and commis-
sioning.

5. For Adventists the Bible is the only source for
doctrine and practice. An appeal to policy is
not an appeal to the Bible. A vote by a Gen-
eral Conference session is not equivalent to
Bible evidence.

6. On issues not definitively settled in the Bible,
James White utilized the only possible way
forward in unity of mission when he moved
from a hermeneutic that stipulated that prac-
tices must be expressly spelled out in the
Bible to a hermeneutic that held that prac-
tices were permissible if they did not contra-
dict Scripture and were in harmony with
common sense. (The new hermeneutic made
it possible for the Sabbatarian Adventists to
organize as a denomination.)110

7. The so-called noncompliant unions are not
out of harmony with the Bible.

8. Adventism has moved at times from being a
church based on Scripture to one based on
tradition and ecclesiastical pronouncements. 

9. The General Conference leadership in 2017
is coming dangerously close to replicating
the medieval church in its call for the serious
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discipline of large sectors of the church on
the basis of a non-biblical issue. 

9.1. The recent General Conference docu-
ments and procedures do not reflect faith-
fulness to the Bible’s teachings in Acts 15 or
Matthew 18.

9.2. Due to the suppression of data and the ma-
nipulation of the events surrounding the vot-
ing process, I do not believe that the 2015
vote on women’s ordination indicated the
voice of God.

9.3. One of the important functions of the an-
cient Hebrew prophets was to confront
priests and kings over their abuse of author-
ity. One of the functions of Ellen White was
to confront conference presidents for similar
reasons. And, if there were a prophet in
modern Adventism, that prophet would find
plenty to do.

9.4. The current atmosphere of confrontation in
Adventism has not been brought about by
the unions, but by the General Conference
leadership and it’s non-biblical and manipu-
lative tactics.

9.45. The October 2017 meetings may help the
worldwide Adventist Church decide whether
it wants to move more toward an Adventist
Ecclesiology or toward a more Roman
Catholic variety.

9.5. The so-called nonconforming unions must
stand together, come into line with General
Conference demands, or go down one by one.
Martin Niemöller, a leading German Protes-
tant pastor during World War II, has written a
thoughtful piece: “First they came for the So-
cialists, and I did not speak out—because I was
not a Socialist. Then they came for the Trade
Unionists, and I didn’t speak out—because I
was not a Trade Unionist. Then they came for
the Jews, and I didn’t speak out—because I was
not a Jew. Then they came for me—and there
was no one left to speak out.”
         
In closing, two historical recollections are im-

portant. First, Peter’s words in Acts 5:39: “We
must obey God rather than men” (RSV). Sec-

ond, Luther’s words at the Diet of Worms: “I
cannot submit my faith either to the pope or to
the councils, because it is clear as the day that
they have frequently erred and contradicted
each other. Unless therefore I am convinced by
the testimony of Scripture . . . I cannot and I will
not retract, for it is unsafe for a Christian to speak
against his conscience. Here I stand, I can do no
other; may God help me. Amen.”111 n
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Just "because 

a thing is done

in 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."


