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EDITORIAL ■  from the editor

What Inspires You? | BY BONNIE DWYER

R
eligious words get worn out. 
Used over and over, they can 
fix meaning in one way, blotting 
out other meanings. Take 

inspiration. Said today in an Adventist context, 
you can be pretty sure the conversation is 
headed to a discussion of the authority of a 
text, be it the Bible or the Spirit of Prophecy. It 
will evoke legal or philosophical concepts, not 
personal motivation.

But inspiration comes to more than just 
prophets and Biblical writers. Its very personal 
and cultural context plays a huge role. What 
inspired scholars and artists in another era may 
speak differently to us today. What inspires 
you may not even matter to me. For some 
people, sports played at the highest level can 
be an inspiration, so they were glued to the 
television watching skaters, skiers, and curlers 
twirl, flip, and dazzle with their athleticism 
during the recent Winter Olympic Games. 
The beauty of nature speaks to the hiker arising 
early before the heat of the day, catching the 
glory of a dessert sunrise. A well-crafted story 
can provide an aha moment, reframe an idea 
for the avid reader. Ethereal music can bring 
tears to someone who treasures sound. The 
tiniest molecule viewed in all its glory through 
a microscope can transport a researcher.

What experience outside of you, changes 
you on the inside?

Bad things that happen can actually be 
inspirational in their own way. After the 
Florida high school shooting, did you cheer 
the activism of the high school students, fire 
off a letter to your congressional representative 

about gun control, for instance?
In this issue, inspiration is the back story to 

each article and art piece, beginning with the 
front cover, where artist John McDowell takes 
a metaphor to a very literal conclusion. To ex-
plain a general concept, use specific details. On 
the back cover, poet George Herbert finds inspi-
ration in the King James Bible for his personal 
artistic expression. We hope reading this materi-
al motivates you to give new expression to your 
spiritual journey and leads to a revival of your 
ideas about inspiration. Take action, be it prayer, 
painting, feeding the hungry, or sharing hospi-
tality, because inspiration has at its root the verb 
inspire, an action verb that requires doing. 

Then, thinking about how our own personal 
inspiration occurs can also lead to new under-
standing of prophetic inspiration. Visualizing 
teenage Ellen White, overwhelmed by seeing 
heaven, grasping at how to describe her vision, 
and feeling that God tells her how to express 
what she has experienced, changes my view of 
her. Just putting the word teenager in front of 
her name affects me, given that the images of her 
we usually see are of an elderly woman. Can you 
imagine James and Ellen as teenage newlyweds? 

With all this in mind, what then is the connec-
tion between the divine and personal inspiration? 

Where do you meet God? Does knowing what 
inspires you give you a clue? For me, knowing 
that a spiritual life depends on inspiration, that 
a creative life is a spiritual life, gives everyday 
existence new meaning and possibilities. ■

Bonnie Dwyer is editor of Spectrum magazine.
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from the forum chairman ■ EDITORIAL

Why Liberalism Failed: Opportunity and Wake-Up Call
 | BY CHARLES SCRIVEN

A
lthough publicists for the Enlightenment 
continue to rave (often with good reason) 
about its triumph over religious prejudice, 
thoughtful resistance does here and there 

sound forth and get a hearing. Contemporary culture has 
mostly consigned theologians proper, the people creden-
tialed for seminaries and college or university religion de-
partments, to its margins, along with the books they write. 
But when such distinguished literary figures as Wendell 
Berry and Marilynne Robinson raise a protest concerning 
what the Enlightenment has bequeathed us, they com-
mand attention. Now political theorist Patrick Deneen, 
invoking the name for Enlightenment political philoso-
phy, has published a book called Why Liberalism Failed, and 
it’s getting notice on mainstream bulletin boards like The 
Wall Street Journal and The New York Times.

I was thinking about this book during a half-day meet-
ing in San Diego some weeks back. As part of a focus on 
Christ—the “One” of what became the well-known One 
Project—several pastors had, over the past eight years, 
organized worship and preaching festivals that were held 
in various hotels on three continents. These two-day 
“gatherings,” the last one having occurred just before my 
half-day meeting, had attracted anywhere from 100 to a 
thousand or more participants, and the pastors behind 
them were now moving to a new initiative. If their ener-
gy was, after all, limited, their passion and vision were, 
like the sea breeze, fresh and robust. They were calling 
their new initiative the Global Resource Collective, and 
were convinced that if Christ is the center of a viable 
church life, individual congregations are its most import-
ant manifestation.

The Global Resource Collective would be the “next 
chapter” of these pastors’ service to the wider church. 
The point would be to re-energize what is “local” and 
to do so through the “working together” of engaged and 

adventurous congregations. The half-day consisted mostly 
of presentations on the basic idea and on some of the 
details it would involve. Speakers said that congregations 
need each other, that by working together they can be 
better together, that the support envisioned would be 
“global” in scope. One said hierarchy “suffocates” the 
“democracy of ideas.” The Global Resource Initiative is 
meant to enhance it. 

All this conversation would transpire with the aid of 
an Internet platform for collecting sermons, Bible cur-
ricula, experiments in children’s ministry, and the like. 
These would become available to planners worldwide. 
Ideas from everywhere would improve local Adventist 
cultures everywhere.

Actually, the word “culture” did not, at least in my rec-
ollection, come up. But that word does come up in Why 
Liberalism Failed, and it underscores what a fine opportunity 
and wake-up call may be a-borning. The Global Resource 
Collective could freshen and invigorate our Gospel work 
of addressing the world’s pain, self-deception and indom-
itable yearning. It may sound a wake-up call for the larger 
church, the spiritual community, precious to most of us, 
whose resilience and mission suffer today under both the 
hostility of surrounding elites and the pathologies that 
plague us from within.

But let me say more about the book. 
Patrick Deneen has written a jeremiad, and some 

critics have faulted his work for invective so unrelenting 
that it overlooks the positive good the Enlightenment 
has brought. But you could grant a reproach like that and 
still allow that something truly insidious has crept into 
conventional Western thought, and that Deneen has put 
his finger on it. He does not aim at either the “left” or 
the “right,” but instead at central aspects of the political 
“ideology” that underlies them both. Symptoms anyone 
can see, from the rise of unaccountable oligarchies to 
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the waning of norms and institutions essential 
to personal and political self-governance, 
suggest the need, he says, for such analysis as 
he is offering.

What, then, is wrong with “liberalism”? The 
basic thing is that liberalism re-defines freedom, 
or liberty, as “the most extensive possible ex-
pansion” of the sphere of autonomy. Freedom 
liberates the populace from the authority of cul-
tures and traditions, and removes so far as pos-
sible all limiting conditions; the ideal to which 
freedom speaks is the “self-fashioning expres-
sive individual.” 

We have mostly forgotten that both the 
Greek and Christian traditions took freedom 
to be quite different from this. In their light, 
Deneen points out, freedom is something you 
achieve, or achieve by God’s grace. Through “ha-
bituation in virtue” you conquer self-preoccu-
pation and “the slavish pursuit of base and he-
donistic desires”; for the sake of the common 
good you work toward self-rule and embrace 
self-limitation.

But liberalism’s hostility to authority tends to 
eviscerate the very institutions—the very cul-
tures—from which we learn the moral priorities 
and virtues that enable us to look beyond self 
toward the needs of others. Cultures comprise 
“customs, practices, and rituals that are ground-
ed in local and particular settings.” Liberalism 
has tended to undermine such cultures, to think 
of them as oppressive rather than sustaining. 
But human beings are in fact situated—locat-
ed in—particular places, linked with particular 
families and communities, and this means that 
if you weaken local cultures and their authority, 
you threaten the very support system moral de-
velopment requires. 

Now consider this: a congregation is a prime 
example of a local, sustaining culture. As small, 
local communities embedded in the tradition 
associate with Jesus Christ, they question the 
ideal of sheer autonomy and attempt to in-
culcate the virtues and character that Jesus 
Christ embodied. They are thus a key part of 
the solution to the breakdown of relationships 

that today must count as a main symptom of 
liberalism’s failure. That is why I suggest that 
the Global Resource Collective may be an im-
portant opportunity; precisely by strengthen-
ing local congregations it could strengthen our 
witness to the flawed and often clueless wider 
world. Direct effort to deal with pain, self-de-
ception, and yearning falls more to local com-
munities than to abstract bureaucracies, wheth-
er ecclesiastical or political.

One piece of the vision set forth in San Diego 
was that of helping congregations to develop 
curricula of Bible study that would touch every 
age group at the same time. The preacher’s ser-
mon, the teen group’s discussion, the children’s 
memory verse, could all be coordinated around 
the same passage of Scripture. Kids in the lobby 
would be ready to tease the adults about wheth-
er they could recite the “Words to Remember” 
for the week. The preacher would try to address 
the very sorts of questions teenagers had, that 
very day, been thinking about.

To me, that seemed like a powerful enhance-
ment of the congregation’s effort to inculcate 
a moral and spiritual tradition. But someone 
might want to put a reminder into play. The 
Enlightenment’s embrace of critique—of asking 
questions and raising doubts—was not all bad. 
And that is true. After the example of Jesus him-
self, traditions have to be not only inculcated 
but also refined. Local congregations can lead 
out in that process, too. Such a thing is what 
the Holy Spirit is for, and the Holy Spirit is a 
gift God keeps giving.

I mentioned a wake-up call. Everyone knows 
that Adventism is highly “organized,” or cen-
tralized. Considerable authority resides at, or 
is thought to reside at, the top. The Global Re-
source Collective, together with the prompting 
of Why Liberalism Failed, helps us see that a sub-
stantial part of that authority—not all, but a sub-
stantial part—needs to shift away from central-
ized bureaucracy. The real impact of church life, 
and the most important conversation, is local. ■

Charles Scriven chairs Adventist Forum. 
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events, news ■ Letters

“The Demise of Insight” by Tompaul Wheeler
Thank you for providing an “obituary” for Insight Maga-

zine. When I learned of its impending demise last summer I was 

greatly saddened but hoped that the church had some creative 

plans for replacement. I left Insight staff forty years ago but al-

ways held my time there as a special period in my life. 

As a teenager in rural Michigan I welcomed the release of our 

denomination’s new youth magazine and dreamed of being a 

part of its team. My first journalism class at Andrews University 

was taught by Mike Jones. When (later) I was hired to begin on 

staff, Mike Jones described my job as being the “quarterback” 

of the magazine. Moving to Maryland and working at the R&H 

was a huge step in my life and a great education from 1974–77. 

I was privileged to work and grow in my skills under the lead-

ership of Mike Jones, Ken McFarland and later Donald John. 

I now treasure memories of weekly worships with some of the 

journalism and theological giants of that era. 

In August 1974, our staff composed of an editor, assistant ed-

itor, editorial assistant, editorial secretary, art director and de-

signer, and an office assistant. Early on we created a Declaration 

of our Principles for the magazine, striving for a circulation of 

50,000 to reach a target of 18–25-year-olds. We recognized we 

printed an international magazine and wanted it to be stimulat-

ing yet practical. Mike Jones was a great advocate of “How-To” 

articles. We looked for bright minds to provide commentar-

ies to the lesson, true life stories supplied by a yearly contest, 

features with real life and cultural dilemmas, interviews with 

church leaders, thought-provoking editorials, and fascinating 

cover art or photos. 

By some point in 1975, the staff was shortened to editor, as-

sistant editor, editorial secretary, and designer. The page proofs 

that we were asked to correct usually had the top tag line of 

“Incite” as an inside joke. 

I knew that magazines must change but Insight really lost 

energy when it seemed that the target audience was for high 

school students. 

In eleven years my grandsons will be teenagers and I only 

hope that they can find something like Insight to help feed 

their minds and spirits. ■

Karen Spruill

Orlando, FL 

“John Calvin, John Wesley, and Ellen White’s Steps to 
Christ” by Norman Young

While I am no scholar, my interpretation of Wesley’s state-

ments on Sanctification differ remarkably from Dr. Young. 

Soteriology is a very complex collection of information, but 

I think EGW does one of the best jobs of simplifying it. But 

I think the primary issue is one of language and how we un-

derstand it; the excerpts that Young shares read differently to 

me than they apparently do to him. The very first quote on 

this from Wesley, for me, sets the tone: “in that very moment 

sanctification begins.” The very word “begins” implies a process 

in time, not a fait accompli. Continued quote from Wesley, “we 

wait for entire sanctification, for a full salvation from all our 

sins.” Again, language comes to the fore. Waiting for “entire” 

means it is not complete, therefore completion is in the future. 

Add to this “that we are to expect it not at death, but every mo-

ment,” and you, again in my opinion, find Wesley talking about 

a process, a growth in Grace. Where I think Wesley departs 

from Calvin is in his view that both Sanctification and Justi-

fication are gifts. I further believe that EGW supports that in 

the statement of hers that Young so nicely quotes in footnote 

26: “the righteousness by which we are justified is imputed; 

the righteousness by which we are sanctified is imparted.” This 

very statement goes along with Wesley, more than with Cal-

vin. Every statement of Wesley’s that Young quotes implies 

imparted righteousness, a gift.

Here is where I think that Wesley mirrors EGW more than 

Calvin. I agree that Wesley and Calvin do not agree about how 

Sanctification works, but I believe that Calvin’s approach is 

pure legalism, while Wesley’s is built on faith. That is my take. 

I greatly enjoyed the mental stimulation of not only Dr. 

Young’s paper, but all the papers in this issue. ■

Dave Reynolds

Canby, Oregon
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Rebel with a Cause:
Don Hall, Father of Corporate 
Wellness | BY LYNN MCDOWELL 

A
nyone who knew Don Hall as a sickly 
twelve-year-old wouldn’t have said that 
his name would become synonymous with 
“Wellness”—a term that wouldn’t be coined 

for another twenty years. But the boy diagnosed with 
muscular dystrophy was never one to accept what others 
thought “unchangeable,” and showed early signs of seeing 
beyond common practice. Don went head-to-head with 
his doctor, who insisted that Don’s vegetarian mother 
give him meat and lots of it. Don was determined to stand 
by his principles (how many twelve-year-olds read Min-
istry of Healing, even in the 1950s?), and he wouldn’t back 
down. Demonstrating the combination of conviction and 
business acumen that would attract corporate giants like 
Nike to his door, Don decided to do that very Adven-
tist-child thing: he made a deal with God.

Don’s deal with God was that if he got better, he’d be 
a life-long vegetarian—at first blush, not a big stretch 
for a kid who already was one, except that Don wasn’t 
in the habit of challenging authority. The decision to 
whole-heartedly pursue the principles in Ministry of Heal-
ing set the course of Don’s personal and professional 
life. That decision, and a fearless eagerness to try new 
things—like the first PC computer—resulted in the cre-
ation of WellSource, the first company (but far from the 
last) to use Don’s ground-breaking computerized health 
analysis program. By the time he was thirty-five, Don 
was in TIME Magazine.1

The Land Before TIME
Don’s early dedication to Adventism and its health 

principals led him to prepare as a minister at Walla Walla 
College. In part because of his medically inexplicable re-
covery from childhood muscular dystrophy, Don always 
saw Adventism’s emphasis on health as an important part 

of gospel ministry. So, he was all ears when he heard 
Loma Linda University’s (LLU) Dr. Harding talk about 
the new School of Public Health—a place where one 
could become a doctor of health, alongside doctors of 
medicine. When it came time for Don to go to seminary, 
he made the case that, as head of Health Ministry for 
the Upper Columbia Conference, he should take LLU’s 
Master of Public Health in Preventive Care instead. That 
turned out so well that Don went back to Loma Linda for 
his doctorate.2 

Introducing Adventist Healthcare to the 
Computer Age

While at LLU, Don developed a computer program 
called “Health Age,” based on factors identified in an Al-
ameda County study showing seven habits linked to lon-
gevity. Don, who’d returned to his conference job with 
his new doctorate in 1978, put his PC—a TRS 80 with an 
astounding 16K memory—into the conference health van 
and took his program on the road. Don tested people in 
parking lots and other unconventional sites, sharing bro-
chures on each of the seven healthy habits and How to 
Study the Bible.

Doors began to open—doors Don hadn’t imagined in 
his wildest dreams, like a seminar series in a Catholic 
church in Spokane, and a cooperative venture with three 
hospitals attended by 760 people. More than 300 Eastern 
Washington University students took his computerized 
stress evaluation in one day prior to test week. “We had 

Noteworthy ■  on wellness

Don Hall in TIME Magazine, January 1983 
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some of the best talks,” Don remembers. “They didn’t 
have their guard up.”

Word about Don’s innovation spread, and Portland 
Adventist Hospital invited him to do something for their 
employees. Using a mix of incentives and fun, Don made 
employee participation the “in” thing, and administration 
was amazed: work loss time was cut in half. There was 
a 600% return on the money spent on Don’s employee 
wellness initiative. Within a few months, over 600 hospi-
tals were using Health Age, most of them with no previ-
ous connection to Adventism.

Don, now a full-time employee of Portland Adventist 
Hospital, suggested to its administration that “Corpo-
rate Wellness” could be a source of revenue. They didn’t 
see that as part of their mandate, but Don felt strongly 
about the feasibility and potential to change lives on a 
grander scale, so they shook hands and Don went off to 
start WellSource, the company that pioneered Corporate 
Wellness and computerized health assessment.

Wellness—An Old Idea Whose Time Had Come
“In those days you couldn’t even get training in well-

ness,” says Don, so his programmatic approach and abil-
ity to get employees to buy in was revolutionary. Throw 
ground-breaking technology into the mix, and you have 
a product that “hip” new companies like Nike found irre-
sistible. “Nike’s employee recognition awards were fancier 
than my doctoral certificate,” Don grins. 

Overnight, the combination of an unprecedented fit-
ness craze, the advent of personal computers, and rare 
wellness know-how created almost limitless opportunity. 
All that was required was Don’s steady, visionary over-
sight, networking, and lots of hard work—in short, your 
average overnight success story. 

“When WellSource started in 1980, it was located in 
my bedroom,” recalls Dr. David Hall, medical director 
of Portland Adventist Hospital’s Occupational Medicine 
Clinic, who, like his father, also holds a Master of Public 
Health degree from LLU. As Don’s eleven-year-old son, 
he had a ring-side seat on health industry history in the 
making, and a summer job inputting data as long as he 
could stand it—which was right through college—along-
side his sister, Heather Tourville, who’s an attorney at 
WellSource. Don’s computer program, WellSuite, attract-
ed not only Nike, but clients like Vanderbilt University, 
Safeway, and Aramco. The multiplication factor of indi-
viduals impacted is impressive: one insurance client alone 
enrolled 1.5 million clients in one month. 

Long-Term Intergenerational Change
A lifetime of practicing a healthy lifestyle has enabled 

Don to stay extraordinarily fit (think cycling vacations in 
Switzerland), and it’s become a family lifestyle. For Don 
and the wife of his youth, Phyllis (who tragically died in 
a hiking accident), making WellSource a success was a 
mission as well as a vocation. Both were determined to 
overcome a genetic predisposition to obesity and avoid 
related diseases (several relatives died of heart attack). 
Ensuring that a healthy lifestyle was “normal” for their 
children was paramount. There are pictures of a family 
backpacking vacation in the Olympic Mountains when 
David was six and Heather was months old. 

Their dedication paid dividends. Don’s kids and grand-
kids think of plant-based, whole-food eating (Don avoids 
the term “vegan” so as not to possibly come across as 
“superior”) as normal—like being physically active. And 
there’s another bonus: David’s children, McKenzie (12) 
and Zack (15), look forward to seeing Don and his wife, 
Trish, visit because it means an active good time. “They 
love doing things with Dad,” says David, including run-
ning the Spokane Bloomsday Race. A family tradition 
since its inception in 1974, three generations of Halls 
now participate together, though Zack eventually just has 
to break away to catch the frontrunners.

 Heather Tourville (left), Don’s daughter and an 
attorney at Wellsource, provides an on-site family 
presence at WellSouce’s headquarters. David, 
Don’s son (right), has brought Don’s WellSource 
work full circle back to Portland Adventist 
hospital as Medical Director of its Occupational 
Medicine Clinic.
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A Living Legacy
Now that WellSource “runs itself” as a computer prod-

uct-based service with thirty-five employees—“2016 was 
our best year yet”—Don has time to focus on the things 
that got him excited about wellness in the first place: 
staying on top of health and wellness research, creating 
courses that church members can grasp and share, and 
seeing lives transformed. Trish, who effectively employed 
walking in her counseling practice, has teamed with Don 
to train thousands of church members, and the couple 
are regulars on the camp meeting circuit. Don has pub-
lished Review & Herald best-sellers like Preventing Diabetes, 
and he’s thinking of taking his book manuscript on blood 
pressure to a commercial publisher to reach an even wid-
er audience because, for Don, it’s all about the power of 
public health/wellness to reach the masses. 

Indeed, it’s a recent Southern California Conference 
Recorder cover, rather than his TIME Magazine photo, that 
draws the biggest smile of the interview. Don reaches for 
the latest Recorder, the cover of which features a woman 
wearing a t-shirt that says “Loma Linda Lopers”—a run-
ning/walking group Don started forty-one years ago when 
he was a student. “This is probably the most successful 
thing I’ve done to change people’s lives,” Don smiles, “be-
cause it’s social.” 

But Don’s assessment of his achievements may be differ-
ent in a few years. Between his hobbies of writing, creat-
ing new seminars and training presenters, and travel, Don 
has researched the best ways to make his philanthropy 
dollars go further. Don’s never lost sight of the impera-

tive to do the most good that he can, so he and Trish are 
funding the Don and Trish Hall Research Professorship, 
which oversees the Adventist Health Study that’s expect-
ed to shine increasing light on North America’s only Blue 
Zone, Loma Linda. 

Trish shares Don’s enthusiasm for the study that at-
tracted national attention to the Adventist lifestyle when 
Oprah picked up the National Geographic story. “That this 
professor will be able to convince the rest of the world 
exactly how Mrs. White’s message is right,” she says, is a 
prospect that really excites them both. 

“I think Adventists take for granted the Health message 
and define it by ‘don’ts’ rather than ‘dos’,” observes David. 
“Dad is so genuinely excited and passionate about being 
healthy!”

“My Dad is my hero,” David explains. “He’s humble and 
gracious, not a self-promoter. But he’s infectiously excited 
about living healthy.” 

“You like your life, even though it ends, to go on and be 
a blessing,” Don reflects in his soft-spoken, understated 
way. 

And he leaves it at that. ■

Lynn McDowell is Director of Planned Giving/Philanthropy for the 

Alberta Conference.

Footnotes:
1.  TIME, January 3, 1983.

2. Don tells more of the story in his own words in a video that can be 

found at www.llulegacy.org/ps.

Don’s pride in his alma mater shows 
wherever he travels. “This university is one 
of the best schools around as far as Public 
Health goes,” says Don, who keeps up with 
journals from several schools, including 
Harvard’s school of public health. 
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Expanding the Vegetarian Nutrition Conversation 
to Include the Health of the Planet and the Quality
of the Food | BY BONNIE DWYER AND VICKI SAUNDERS

E
very five years, scientists, nutritionists, and 
physicians gather in Loma Linda to share their 
research on plant-based nutrition and the lat-
est ways to incorporate it into everyday life. It 

is a big event, drawing 600-700 people from around the 
world. This year’s program also included reports on en-
vironmental nutrition—planetary health, a relatively new 
frontier for public health. Epidemiology and the correla-
tion between nutrition and specific diseases is always dis-
cussed at the Congress. Plus, there were tastings of barley 
risotto with seasonal vegetables, curried quinoa with peas 
and almonds, and a posole soup made with beans instead 
of pork (see recipes on the following pages). Because what good 
is a purely theoretical discussion of nutrition?

“Environmental nutrition addresses the sustainability of 
food systems by integrating the environmental sciences 
with the nutritional sciences,” says Joan Sabate, director 
of the LLU Center for Nutrition, Lifestyle and Disease 
Prevention, and chair of the Congress. It includes a range 
of issues from farming production practices to societal 
food demands on a biospheric scale. In a 2016 article 
for the American Journal of Public Health, Sabate and fellow 
researchers, Helen Hanwatt and Samuel Soret, outlined 
an environmental nutrition agenda for food production, 
food consumption, nutrition policy, and the integrated 
assessment of these areas.

Research over the last fifteen years has shown that veg-
etarian and plant foods are soft on the environment; they 

on wellness ■ Noteworthy

To keep the mind sharp, attendees participated in 
regular five-minute fitness activities, led by a variety of 
fitness experts (Photo courtesy of Loma Linda Health).
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leave less of a footprint. Produc-
tion of the foods for a vegetarian 
diet decreases greenhouse gases 
by 30 percent when compared 
with production for animal-based 
diets. Vegetarians consume less 
carcinogens and have a lower 
mortality rate.  Their diet is en-
vironmentally friendly and more 
healthy, Sabate says.

At the February 2018 Congress 
in Loma Linda, the program be-
gan with reports on epidemi-
ological studies, including the 
European Prospective Investiga-
tion into Cancer and Nutrition 
(EPIC), plus cohort studies of the 
Adventist Health Study 2.

In a keynote address, Dr. Frank 
Hu, chair of Harvard’s Depart-
ment of Nutrition, made the 
point that plant-based diets are 
good for health and only some of 
them are vegetarian. The Mediterranean, Okinawan, and 
DASH diets, for example, are plant based without being 
vegetarian. He also stated that only some vegetarian diets 
are healthful.  A diet high in refined starches and sug-
ars, hydrogenated fats and saturated dairy fats, and low 
in fruits and vegetables is not a healthful diet be it ever 
so meat free.  On the far right of the continuum are the 
healthful plant foods and on the far left of the continu-

um are the unhealthful plant foods along with the high 
animal foods. The data is strong that a diet of healthful 
plants reduces the risk of Type 2 diabetes significantly, 
and a diet of animal products, especially red meats and 
processed meats, promote diabetes.  Unhealthful plant 
products may have a slightly higher risk of diabetes than 
the non-vegetarian diet. He identified saturated fat as 
risky and said that trans fats are so bad they should be 

banned by law. Another population 
intervention he recommends is a tax 
on sodas.  Berkley, CA passed such a 
law and their soda intake has dropped 
significantly accompanied by an in-
crease in water intake.

Next, conference attendees 
listened to presentations on plant-
based diets and life-cycle stages 
from infancy through childhood 
and on to aging. Gut microbiomes 
are now a major focus of research, 
too. Three presentations touched 

Posole Soup
Portions: 6
Ingredients:
½ lb		  hominy, dried, soaked overnight in water
5 ea		  New Mexico chilies, dried
½ lb		  Ayocote Blanco beans (or white navy bean), 
		  dry, soaked overnight
1 ea		  yellow onion, small
2 ea		  cloves
1 ea		  bay leaf
2 cloves		 garlic, chopped
1 tsp		  cumin seeds, toasted, ground to a powder 
½ cup 		  vegetable oil
1 cup		  white onion, diced, soaked in ice water
1 ea		  lime, cut into 6 wedges
As needed	 cilantro leaves

Method:
1. Drain hominy and put into large pot with enough water to cover. Bring to a boil and reduce heat to a 

simmer, let simmer 1 hour.
2. Toast dried chilies lightly in a heavy bottomed skillet. Wearing gloves, split chilies in half and remove 

the seeds, stems, and white veins. Soften chilies by simmering in 2 cups water about 15 minutes, then 
removing from heat and letting sit another 15 minutes. Blend well in a high power blender to puree. Strain 
through a fine mesh strainer and set aside.

3. Peel and cut onion in half. Stick cloves into onion. 
4. Drain beans and add to cooking hominy along with onion, bay leaf, garlic, cumin and oil. Add enough 

water to cover by at least 2 inches and bring back to a simmer. Cook an additional 1 to 1 ½ hours until 
beans are tender and creamy. 

5. Stir in ½ cup of the chili puree and simmer for 10 minutes. Taste and correct seasoning with additional 
chili paste, salt and/or honey to taste. Remove the onion, cloves, and bay leaf. 

6. To serve, ladle into bowls and garnish with soaked onion, lime juice and cilantro as desired. 

Chart from presentation by Frank Hu showing the increase in American soda sizes
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on the subject assessing the 
microbiomes. 

Cancer, stroke, heart disease, 
and diabetes all were addressed 
as researchers presented their 
findings on vegetarian diets and 
health outcomes.

And then came the 
environmental studies about 
protecting biodiversity with 
healthy soil, and healthy seeds, 
and the effect of vegetarian diets 
on planetary and population 
health outcomes.

The task of bringing research 
to the table in the form of food 
fell to Chef Cory, also known as 
P. Cory Gheen, assistant profes-
sor of Nutrition and Dietetics 
at LLU. Congress organizers 
requested recipes combining 
legumes and grains. Chef Cory 
wanted to create something that 
people would actually make in 

Curried Quinoa with 
Peas and Almonds
Portions: 4
Ingredients:
2 Tbsp		 vegetable oil
1 medium	 onion, ¼ fine dice, ¾ coarse chop
1 cup		  quinoa, white, rinsed
2 tsp		  curry powder, yellow
¾ tsp		  salt, kosher
2 ea		  zucchini, small dice
1 cup		  carrot juice
1 cup		  peas
¼ cup		  green onion
½ cup		  almond, slivered

2 Tbsp		 cilantro leaves, rough chop 

Method:
1. Heat 1 Tbsp of the oil in a small soup pot. Add the fine diced onion. Cook over medium 

heat about 3 minutes until soft. 
2. Stir in quinoa, ½ tsp curry powder, and ¼ tsp of the salt. Cook 2 minutes while stirring.
3. Add 2 cups boiling water, lower heat to low simmer, cover and cook 15 minutes.
4. Heat remaining oil in a large skillet. Add large chopped onion, zucchini and remaining 

curry powder. 
5. Cook, stirring frequently, over medium heat for 5 minutes. 
6. Add ½ cup water, carrot juice and remaining salt.
7. Cover and simmer for 5 minutes.
8. Add peas and green onion, cook an additional 2 minutes.
9. Stir in the nuts and cooked quinoa.
10. Taste and adjust seasoning as needed.

11. Garnish with cilantro.

Attendees visited exhibitors present throughout 
the event. Pictured here are attendees learning 
more information about programs offered at the 
Loma Linda University School of Public Health 
booth (Photo courtesy of Loma Linda Health).
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their kitchen. It needed to be very ap-
proachable, offer the nutrition that peo-
ple need, and still be interesting. He de-
cided upon barley risotto to show that 
you can use any grain for risotto and 
added fresh vegetables to make the dish 
all the more tasty. “Mix and match ingre-
dients,” he says, “because great ingredi-
ents are what make a great dish. In other 
words, find the ingredients first and then 
look for a recipe, rather than the other 
way around. The job in the kitchen is to 
take a great ingredient and keep it great,” 
he says. “Ingredients don’t get better.” 
He also likes to simplify recipes, taking 
out unnecessary ingredients. “Focus on 
one thing and make it great,” he says. 
“Find good local sources. Be a locavore.”

Dietitian Nasira Burkholder-Colley 
provided the nutritional information 
during the presentation of the dishes. 
While the food demonstrations enliv-
ened the Vegetarian Congress, Chef 
Cory makes a point of saying that the 
Vegetarian Congress is a venue for researchers. It is not a 
culinary event. 

Thirty years ago, when the first Congress was held in 
Washington, DC, it was envisioned as a way to bring cul-
tural and political attention to the significance of the veg-
etarian diet. Allan Buller, then president of Worthington 
Foods, came up with the idea and solicited the help of the 
General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists in spon-
soring it. The organizers soon realized they needed a sci-
entific component to the event and requested that Loma 
Linda University step in. From the third congress on, 
Loma Linda University researchers have been in charge. 
Sabate took over the event twenty years ago. At LLU, 
with research as the focus, it has flourished. The Ameri-
can Journal of Clinical Nutrition has published the pro-
ceedings of all of the meetings. This year, scientists from 
Harvard, Yale, Tufts, Oxford, and of course Loma Linda 
University are involved. There are researchers from Tai-
wan, Brazil, the UK, Chile, India, the Netherlands, Spain, 
Canada, and the United States. Sabate says that scientists 
in Europe are leading the way in research regarding nutri-
tion and the environment. 

And while plant-based diets are environmentally friend-
ly, that does not mean they are without challenges and 
controversies, as Marco Springmann, from the University 
of Oxford, reminded attendees. Consumer attitudes to-
wards meatless diets are one challenge. Ruben Sanchez, 
from the Universidad de La Frontera in Chile, provided 
details. Matthew Ruscigno, a registered dietitian from 
Nutrinic Inc., Los Angeles, talked about the vegetarian 
athlete. The cultural context for vegetarian diets was pro-
vided by Sharon Palmer, from The Plant-Powered Dieti-
tian. Nasira Burkholder-Cooley closed the conference 
with a discussion of what replaces meat? Are meat analogs 
the best protein? Not everyone thinks so.

Research on new foods continues. As do studies on the 
effect of a vegetarian diet on people and the planet. The 
Eighth Vegetarian Nutrition Congress will be in 2023. ■

Bonnie Dwyer is editor of Spectrum magazine. 
Vicki Saunders is Coordinator of Health Science Program and Professor 

of Nutrition at Pacific Union College and past president of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Dietetic Association (SDADA).

Barley Risotto with 
Seasonal Vegetables
Portions: 4
Ingredients:
1 Tbsp		 vegetable oil
1 medium	 onion, spring*, small dice
2 cups		  pearled barley, 
		  pre-cooked
1 cup		  vegetable stock
1 cup		  green garbanzo Beans, 	

		  shelled
½ cup		  asparagus tips
1 Tbsp		 heavy cream
1 Tbsp		 parmesan, grated
1 Tbsp		 parsley, chopped fine
*spring onions have not been dried so they still have 

green tops and no yellow skins (paper) on the outside

Method:
1.	Heat oil in a large, wide sauté pan over medium-high heat.
2.	Add onion and cook until it begins to brown (caramelize).
3.	Add barley and ½ cup of vegetable stock. Cook and stir until liquid has been absorbed. 

Add enough remaining liquid to create a slightly thickened sauce consistency.
4.	Add the vegetables and cook 2 minutes until heated through, adding more stock as 

needed to maintain sauce. Remove from the heat.
5.	Finish by adding the cream, parmesan and parsley, stirring until the cheese is melted. 

6.	Taste and adjust the seasoning with a bit of salt if needed. 
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discussed | sola scriptura, logos hermeneutic, “plain sense,” Being of God, love/justice

F
or five centuries, the so-called “Protestant 
Method”1 of Bible interpretation has served 
competing ideological, doctrinal, cultural, and 
ecclesiological interests with no clear telos in 

sight. However, it is important to note that the principle 
of sola scriptura was in essence not a concern for method.2 

The overarching concern was to encounter Christ the 
Word as the sole authority and telos of Scripture—a con-
cern which proceeds from and is preceded by the princi-
ple of sola fide. As Luther scholar Kenneth Hagen argues, 
for Luther, “Christus is not a sensus, a meaning,” but “the res, 
the reality of the truth of God.”3

Sola scriptura is a quest for the logos, the pure truth of 
scripture shrouded by centuries of church dogma and 
traditions that eclipse the Spirit of Scripture. However, 
what the Reformation sought to undo, namely the Roman 
Catholic Church’s control over the Bible and its mean-
ing, ironically becomes more widespread and entrenched 
in Protestantism, as various Christian communities lay 
claim to their particular interpretation of Scripture as 
“the truth”, and some employ coercive means (beginning 

with Luther himself)  to maintain such. As a result, sola 
scriptura has morphed into a (sometimes rabid) bibliolatry 
that in many instances leaves Bible scholars and preach-
ers walking around the Bible as though walking on egg-
shells, for fear of losing their livelihood, or position in the 
mainstream of the institution. Protestant bibliolatry is the 
exploitation of the religious/cultural power of Scripture 
to stem dissent under the pretext of “biblical authority.”5 
It leaves many proponents of sola scriptura on a treadmill, 
well worked out, each using Scripture to prove their par-
ticular point of view, but going nowhere in freeing the 
pure Light6 of Scripture from dogmatic, ideological, and 
institutional control. If this is true, the Reformation quest 
remains largely unfulfilled and our work as scholars re-
mains before us.

My purpose is to examine the Reformation ideal of sola 
scriptura in its advocacy for Christ—the logos, the Truth, 
and the telos of Scripture. I examine this towards a biblical 
perspective of sola scriptura based on the logos philosophy 
in the Johannine writings, out of which I construct a lo-
gos hermeneutic. To embrace the principle of sola scriptura 

Sola Scriptura, Truth, and the Future of Bible 
Interpretation | BY OLIVE J. HEMMINGS
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towards truth is to embrace a profound ethic of 
oneness in Being, as the one consistent principle 
of Bible interpretation used by Jesus of Naza-
reth, Paul of Tarsus, and the Hebrew prophets 
before them. 

Sola Scriptura
What do the Reformers mean by sola scriptura? 

Two points are important to this conversation.

1. Scripture Is its Own Authority and its
 Own Interpreter

The Bible has no authority and needs no her-
meneutic external to itself. For Luther, the Bi-
ble is not only its own authority, but its own 
critic. The Spirit that interprets Scripture is 
within Scripture and not outside of it, even 
if the external interpreter is the Church. Lu-
ther and Calvin argue that the “plain sense” in 
Scripture is Christ and it is the Spirit of Christ 
present within the text that authenticates the 
text, not the interpreter.7 Luther argues, “If you 
take Christ from Scripture, what else will you 
find in it?”8 With regards to obscure texts, Lu-
ther speaks of an external and internal clarity 
of Scripture. The internal clarity is the Spir-
it-enlightened heart, cleansed of the ego as it 
embraces and is embraced by God. This inner 
clarity emerges from an encounter with the 
Word—the proclamation of Christ by Scrip-
ture. From this encounter with Christ, the 
external clarity (i.e., the meaning of the text) 
emerges. This dialectic describes Luther’s story 
of his encounter with Christ through his study 
of Romans (1:17), and this is the lens through 
which he understands the nature of Scripture, 
reads everything in Scripture, and develops 
his theology. Thus, obscure passages need not 
be ignored “in mystical silence,”9 rather, they 
find meaning (or meaninglessness) in light of 
Christ. The “canon”—the measuring rod—is 
Christ, the only absolute truth against which 
everything in scripture may be judged. Thus, 
Luther says, “Whatever does not teach Christ 
is certainly not apostolic, even if St. Peter or 
St. Paul teaches it….whatever preaches Christ 

would be apostolic, even if it were presented by 
Judas, Annas, Pilate, and Herod.”10

2. Scripture Has a Literal Meaning or a “Plain Sense”
This is directly connected to the first point. 

By “plain sense” the reformers mean to recover 
the real meaning of texts from the mystifying 
subjectivism of allegorical interpretation that 
dominated in Medieval Christianity.11 The 
context of sola scriptura is the Medieval Church’s 
assumption that Scripture is unclear;12 thereby 
it justified an interpretive framework based on 
the authority of the church and of tradition. 
This mystification of scripture gives the church 
sole authority over the scriptures to determine 
its meaning.13

It is also very important to stress what sola 
scriptura is not.

The Reformation understanding of the Bible 
as its own interpreter is not a literalistic, anti-
intellectual, or even constrained14 contextual 
approach to the Bible. Allowing scripture 
to interpret scripture is not proof-text 
interpretation. There can be no consistent 
outcome to Scripture with this approach 
because it allows the interpreter to harvest the 
religious/cultural power of the text towards 
particular beliefs, interests, and ideologies, and 
the authority exerted is not of the scripture, but 
of the interpreter. This eclipses the reconciling 
power of the Bible’s own interpreter, namely, 
the logos, and transforms Scripture into a 
weapon of control. 

The Task of the Twenty-First Century
As scholars, we are called to be ministers of 

the Word—prophets—and so our primary wit-
ness must be to the Word and nothing else. By 
the Word I do not mean scriptures, because 
biblically, those two—scriptures (αἱ γραφαι) 
and the Word (ὁ λόγος)—are not one and the 
same thing. In John, Jesus says to his antago-
nists of his own faith, “You search the scriptures 
because you think you have eternal life in them, 
but it is those (scriptures) that testify about me” 

To embrace 

the principle 

of sola 

scriptura 

towards 

truth is to 

embrace a 

profound 

ethic of 

oneness in 

Being.
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(John 5:39). In the Johannine conversation, 
truth (αληθεια) resides in the logos15 (“…in it 
was light…”[John 1:4]), and the logos is Being of 
God (καὶ Θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος [John 1:1])16 which 
incarnates in Jesus of Nazareth (John 1:14). So, 
in John, the scriptures are not ends in them-
selves, rather the logos is the end of Scripture. 
This is the Spirit of Scripture that Luther strug-
gled to find in his many sermons and lectures.17  

Truth and the Logos in John 
What is truth? The truth in John is not a dog-

ma, but an ethical demand to love, based on the 
affirmation of oneness in Being demonstrated in 
the incarnation of the logos. 

The question arises in the trial of Jesus of 
Nazareth, and is central to the deeply philo-
sophical Johannine conversation representing 
the late first-century Scripture interpretive de-
bate between church and synagogue.18 The Life 
and Death19 question, “what is truth?” appears just 
as Jesus is about to meet a hideous execution 
based on un-truth—trumped up charges before 
the Roman authority because his interpretation 
of Scripture does not conform to the then-dom-
inant teachings and traditions of his own reli-
gion. But the untruth extends far beyond the tri-
al. The untruth is the ground of a religious way 
of being, based on ecclesiological and political 
power and the self-preservation that such pow-
er demands.20 Pilate’s question “what is truth?” is 
a “cliff hanger” in the trial drama. It concludes 
the first trial scene before Pontius Pilate (one 
of two Roman heads of the Jewish state now 
under Roman occupation). The question ends 

the scene without an answer, but John has al-
ready answered the question in his account of 
the Jesus story.21 

The answer to the question in John becomes 
evident when the reader looks at the big picture 
of the conversation. While the conversation 
takes place between synagogue and church, it 
engages the Gnostic philosophical system in 
which the Johannine community is immersed. 
It is a debate between the religious separatist 
compulsion to exclude the “other”, and pro-
phetic demand to include: “For God so loved 
the world…that everyone who believes… may 
have eternal life” (John 3:16).22 John 3:16, the 
central truth in John, is a reinterpretation (or 
rather re-membering)23 of the Abrahamic cov-
enant and its Messianic fulfilment. The benefi-
ciary of the covenant is not one group of peo-
ple based on their religious practices, but the 
whole world. Messiah is not the servant of a 
religious superstructure;24 rather Messiah is the 
logos of God, “I am” Being itself—an experience 
of life eternal into which every human being 
may enter.

In John, this is the truth of which Jesus de-
clares, “…you will know the truth and the truth 
will set you free.” It is not an egoistic assertion 
by or about Jesus of Nazareth, but an assurance 
of the immanence of logos—the very Being of 
God enfleshed in the human Jesus. Appearing 
in Chapter 8, the statement instigates a debate 
between Jesus’ teachings and the traditional 
teachings of his religion signified by an ethno-
centric interpretation of the Abrahamic cove-
nant. The conversation concludes with Jesus’ 

The truth in

 John is not a 

dogma, but an 

ethical demand

 to love, 

based on the 

affirmation of 

oneness in Being 

demonstrated in 

the incarnation

 of the logos.
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assertion “before Abraham came (γινομαι) I am 
(ειμι)”. If one considers its context, John uses 
this statement to steer his audience away from 
redundant tradition (“before Abraham came”) 
and to open their consciousness to the immedi-
acy of Being (I am)—the logos incarnate. Being 
is prior to, and infinitely exceeds, tradition.25

The logos, Being of God, is life available to 
humanity through one thing—love. “I give you 
a new commandment that you should love 
one another….” (John 13:34, 35; cf. 1 John 
2:7–11). “God is love, and those who abide in 
love abide in God, and God abides in them.” 
(1 John 4:16). “We know that we have passed 
from death to life because we love one another” 
(1 John 3:14). John reinforces this truth in the 
following ways:

1. Contra Gnostic sentiments,26 the miracles for 
John are “signs” (σημεῖα), that the logos ac-
tually incarnates in the human Jesus. So, his 
overarching purpose, that his audience be-
lieve that Jesus is Messiah (John 20:30–31), 
is a profound interpretation of the covenant 
Messiah. Messiah is the logos, the life, an ex-
perience available to all of humanity (“so that 
by believing you may have life in his name” 
[John 20:31]). 

2. Twice John says, “No One has ever (πώποτε) 
seen God” (John 1:18; 1 John 4:12); but in 
both instances he counters the statement 
with the assurance that God has been made 
known. In the first instance, the only son, 
who is close to God’s heart and who makes 
God known. In the second instance, those 
who love make God known. 

3. John quotes Jesus as saying that whoever 
has seen him (Jesus) has seen God, and then 
challenges his audience saying, “those who 
do not love a brother or sister whom they 
have seen, cannot love God whom they have 
not seen” so that “those who love God must 
love their brother and sister also.” (1 John 
4:20–21). This reflects Jesus’ own statement 
in John’s passion narrative: “Whoever hates 
me, hates God also.” (John 15:23).

So here is the seldom-told, plain truth in 
John; the story of the logos incarnate is not only 
the story of God, but it is the story of humani-
ty. John affirms this (contra dogmatic literalistic 
interpretation of scripture of his day), as ethi-
cal demand and moral responsibility in Being—
love. This radical ontological ethic is the domi-
nant theme of the early church teachings. In the 
Lukan genealogy, Jesus is son of Adam, (who is) 
son of God. In Matthew, love for God is identi-
cal to love for one’s fellow human, and whatev-
er one does to one’s fellow human, one does to 
God. Paul, the herald of this very Christ ethic 
to the church, declares that God is One (Ro-
mans 3:30), and by that he exhorts the church 
to accept the different ways in which Jews and 
non-Jews practice the faith of Christ.27 Paul does 
not say there is one God, he says God is One 
(εἷς ὁ θεός). This is a radical monotheism28 that 
recognizes no “other” and no competing ele-
ments in Being. That ethic is the basis of Paul’s 
teachings on righteousness. This is the Spirit of 
the logos, “the Spirit of Truth,” embraced only 
through love. It is the Spirit by which the early 
church interpreted and applied Scripture, and 
this is how we today should seek to interpret 
and apply it. I call this a “logos hermeneutic.”

Finding Truth in Scriptures: 
Logos Hermeneutic

A logos hermeneutic is one that embraces the 
oneness and immediacy of Being—God incar-
nate. As such, it approaches Scripture from the 
standpoint of ethics, rather than dogma and 
ideology. This embrace is the very faith of Jesus 
Messiah which manifests itself through love. It 
is the hermeneutic of Jesus of Nazareth29 and 
Paul of Tarsus, and the Hebrew prophets before 
them. The Hebrew prophets call it “justice” (the 
same word misleadingly translated “righteous-
ness” in both the New Testament and the He-
brew Bible); for the prophets, it is all that God 
requires.30 In the early church understanding of 
Jesus’ teaching, love/justice is the end of Scrip-
ture: “In everything do to others as you would 
have them do to you, for this is the law and the 
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prophets” (Matthew 7:12). It is the conclusion 
of Paul’s teaching on righteousness: “Owe no 
one anything, except to love one another…love 
is the fulfillment of the law” (Romans 13:8–10). 
Love/justice is the stamp of God manifested in 
Jesus of Nazareth, and is the measuring stick 
that interprets and judges Scripture. It is this 
hermeneutic, central to the Johannine debate, 
that pulled the early church through the con-
troversies over application of scripture as the 
hearers of the gospel31 became more and more 
culturally diverse.32 

As I have noted above, Luther identified this 
“canon” within the canon. However, his appli-
cation falls short because its frame of reference 
is medieval personal piety, and centuries of as-
sumed church dogma, rather than the ecumeni-
cal ethic of the early church.	

Logos Hermeneutic and the
Protestant Ethic

The essential Reformation hermeneutic at 
face value is a logos hermeneutic. In fact, Luther 
regards the Gospel and first letter of John as 
pre-eminent in the New Testament, along with 
Romans and Galatians, because they “master-
fully show how faith in Christ overcomes sin, 
death, and hell and gives life, righteousness, 
and blessedness.”33 Yet, I contend that the Ref-
ormation application of this hermeneutic is 
essentially flawed because it is rooted in medi-
eval piety—personal piety,34 rather than com-
munity. In medieval piety, preparing for the 
final judgement consumed a person’s daily life. 
Luther’s sola fide did not change this attitude, 
it only changed the way the individual seeks 
piety. This becomes the Protestant ethic that 
prioritizes personal freedom. His attempt to ap-
ply a logos hermeneutic failed because it was 
divorced from the logos ethic of oneness in Be-
ing; and because it worked within the parame-
ters of a dogma/credo-centric Roman Catholic 
tradition rather than through sola scriptura. No 
surprise then that Luther called for the death 
penalty for those Protestants who did not 
subscribe to infant baptism, original sin, and 

other doctrines and creeds. No surprise that 
having failed to convert the Jews to Christi-
anity, Luther called for their persecution—de-
struction of their school, synagogues, homes, 
businesses, and even for their enslavement; so 
that he has been identified as the real criminal 
of the Holocaust.35

Based on Paul’s teaching about justification by 
faith rather than works of law in Galatians and 
Romans, Luther proposes two kinds of righ-
teousness—“passive righteousness” and “active 
righteousness.”36 Neither of these capture the 
intent of Paul in Galatians and Romans, because 
they register a fundamentally individualistic 
ethic. What Luther interprets from Paul as “pas-
sive righteousness”—the individual freedom be-
fore God—is, in its proper context,37 about the 
universality of the Abrahamic covenant vis-à-vis 
an andro-ethnocentric interpretation of it. It is 
a call for the inclusion of all—Jew and Gentile, 
male and female, slave and free—in the prom-
ise of the Abrahamic Covenant. This promise 
is justice (δικαιοσυνη [again, the same word 
translated righteousness or justification]). This 
justice is about God’s vindication/liberation of a 
broken and alienated humanity, not just a par-
ticular group. This justice is the faith of Messi-
ah (who fulfills the covenant through his own 
faithfulness) into which the believer is called to 
participate.38 So the life of faith is not subscrip-
tion to a set of dogmas and peculiar practices. 
Rather, it is about a life of justice—care for the 
creation well-being and fullness of life.

Luther’s idea of “active righteousness” is his at-
tempt to account for the individual responsibility 
to community, but it does not arise in the writ-
ing of Paul. Paul makes no distinction between 
“righteousness before God” and “righteousness 
in the eyes of the world.”39 In the gospels (and 
specifically as we observe in John) righteousness 
is in God (who is One), not before God. Luther’s 
teaching, as it characterizes the Reformation, 
though universal in its parts,40 is fundamentally 
individualistic. Paul’s teaching, as it character-
izes the teaching of the early church, demands 
profound individual accountability,41 but this in 
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the context of an activist ethic of inclusion, di-
versity, and universal liberation.

So, for 500 years the church has in many 
places misapplied Paul’s teaching on righteous-
ness, transforming it from the profoundly ecu-
menical ethic of oneness in a diverse creation 
“groaning to be free” into a dogma of personal 
piety—“righteousness by faith.” For 500 years, 
without a clear and consistent application of 
the logos ethic in the inclusive context of the 
early church, the so-called “Protestant Method” 
has served competing ideological, doctrinal, 
cultural, and ecclesiological interests with no 
clear telos in sight. 

Logos Hermeneutic: Implications for 
Bible Interpretation

Having observed the Johannine philosophy 
of logos, these are some vital implications for Bi-
ble interpretation:

1. A logos hermeneutic frees Scripture from 
the conditions that interpreters place upon 
its authenticity. The inspiration of Scripture 
lies in its witness to the logos, not in the means 
or nature of that witness which in many plac-
es may seem flawed. If the logos is the very 
“Spirit of life,”42 to deny the reality of various 
genres and sources of Scripture in the inter-
est of a narrow43 view of inspiration is, in the 
end, counterproductive to its unconditional 
acceptance as a witness to the incarnation. 
Divine voice is present in every vehicle of 
human understanding, and the Scripture re-
flects various vehicles. Bible-thumping fun-
damentalism that requires everything to be 
literal and accurate, and Scripture-rejecting 
liberalism that requires everything to fit its 
version of reality; both of these place condi-
tions on Scripture. The Scripture is what it 
is, a (flawed?) human vehicle of Divine reve-
lation; and that in and of itself is a witness to 
the miracle of the incarnation. 

2. Any interpretive outcome that violates the 
fundamental principle of love/justice violates 
the Spirit of Scripture.44 Interpretation should 

not serve the interest of some against the full 
affirmation of others. For example, a herme-
neutic that justifies even a semblance of domina-
tion and subjugation violates the authority of 
Scripture. The apostle Paul has passed down a 
legacy of logos hermeneutic in this regard. He 
rejects the headship ideology, which he so 
patiently outlines in 1 Corinthians 11: 3–10, 
by judging it with the logos in verses 11 and 
12: “In the Lord… everything comes from 
God.” In light of the logos, male headship 
usurps the sovereignty of God in the creation 
and perpetuates a culture of alienation. Fur-
ther, Paul subverts a Roman household code 
of domination and subjugation (Ephesians 
5:21–6:7) by stating, “Submit to one another 
out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesian 5:21). 

	    It is unclear why so much resource and in-
terpretive rigmarole goes into the reinforce-
ment of a fundamentalist ideology of head-
ship when the “plain reading” (“in Christ”) lies 
at hand in these so-called texts of headship. 

3. To accept scientific or historical findings that 
may run contrary to what appears in Scripture 
does not necessarily disavow the authority 
of scripture. To accept the logos as radically 
present Being of God is to affirm all knowl-
edge and understanding of the creation and 
human affairs as divine revelation. A radical 
monotheism45 cannot assign the vast body of 
knowledge obtained since the close of the 
biblical canon to some other. In a sense then, 
to disregard science may be, in and of itself, 
to disregard the true authority of Scripture, 
if that authority is the logos. Have we learnt 
anything from the case of Galileo46 and the 
Roman Catholic Church of his time? His 
findings went against what the Church be-
lieved to be scientific data in scripture. They 
tortured and banished him before forcing him 
to recant; but today his findings are funda-
mental knowledge. 

4. The Bible claims no other discipline outside 
of its own discipline, i.e., its witness to the 
redemptive presence of God in the creative/
historical process. Scripture testifies that 
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Divine revelation fills up time and space—
God is present—I am. It seems to be an 
exercise in futility for scientists to measure 
the authenticity of Scripture with scientific 
data,47 or for theologians to use Scripture to 
measure the accuracy of science. The Church 
will not soon win that battle if history is to 
teach anything.48 What if we prioritize the 
profound lesson of grace, salvation, and human 
responsibility in the story of creation, over the 
obsession with scientific facts?49 Will we then 
hear the creation story in the ways it yearns 
to be heard towards renewal and restoration? 
What if we embrace Sabbath observance as 
the timeless lesson of the miracle of existence, 
of human liberation and God’s justice as Jesus 
has taught us? Should we subject that life-
giving word to scientific debate? 

5. Human responsibility and the Church’s re-
sponsibility increases proportionally to the 
increase of knowledge. Cultural values of 
the past reflected in Scripture emerge from 
a place of knowledge significantly less than 
the present. To behold Christ in Scripture 
is to embrace what God continues to reveal 
toward the healing of a culture of alienation. 
The logos speaks to Divine omniscience, 
love/justice, providence, and grace, out of 
which a perpetually developing and learning 
humanity emerges.

Kerygma: Truth as Re-membering
John states that the commandment to love 

is not a new commandment; it is, as the logos, 
in the beginning50  (ἐν ἀρχῇ)51 with God who 
is love. In the mind of his original audience, 
ἀρχή is about metaphysics (not time)—the very 
nature of reality, the ground of Being. Truth 
as love manifests itself in the darkness of this 
alienated world as re-membering of Divine 
Being with humanity as in ἀρχῇ (as is the na-
ture of Being). Ἀλήθεια—truth—is the opposite 
of λήθη (which means “concealment” or “for-
getfulness”). Truth is ἀ−λήθεια—literally the 
state of being unconcealed, or remembering. 
The source of ἀλήθεια in Greek philosophy is 

not judgement (as in a determination of what 
or who is right or wrong), rather, its source is 
Being in and of itself, independent of time and 
space.52 At this point it becomes evident that 
in John, ἀρχή, θεός, λόγος, ἀγαπή, and ἀλήθεια 
co-exist as life. The logos incarnation is the truth 
calling fallen humanity back into that fellow-
ship of life53—re-membering.

In the history of humankind, often what 
makes something “truth” is its repetition and/
or practice for a long enough period of time. 
So that what one calls “truth” often amounts to 
entrenchment or indoctrination, which often 
functions to conceal to the point of forgetful-
ness.Ἀληθεια in John is profound encounter 
with God in the declaration “I am” without 
(self)consciousness of “other”—plainly awesome 
reality in the midst of which is trembling and 
total surrender to the miracle of life. Truth is in 
God, not in a body of beliefs.

What makes people stand to sing: “I love thee I 
love thee and that thou dost know, and how much I love 
thee my action will show,” and yet feel uncomfort-
able with someone “different” seated amongst 
them—singing with them in a different tem-
po? What caused people to leave church and 
go directly to the town square to take part in 
a lynching—faith communities to aid and abet 
oppressive political systems? What makes a 
woman oppose the affirmation of another wom-
an as God’s mouthpiece through the ceremony 
of ordination; and support religious dogmas that 
subjugate her—leading to the chronic objectifi-
cation, abuse, and exploitation of women in so 
many cultures? What caused Martin Luther him-
self, having failed to convert the Jews, to call for 
their social, political, and economic destruction 
and expulsion from provinces where they refuse 
to convert? What makes religious people from 
the ancient of days, the furthest corner of the 
earth to the present day, perhaps here in this 
very place, exploit the name of God against fel-
low beings. I contend that it is not hate, it is for-
getfulness—λήθη—forgetfulness of Being—who 
we are—who I am—forgetfulness of what issues 
from beginning—ἀρχή—the ground of Being. 
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The early church proclamation of the life and teachings 
of Jesus is a re-membering of an original creation that 
reflects oneness in Being, laid buried under scrolls and 
scrolls of tradition and egoistic interpretation of Scrip-
ture. The early church teaching on the faith(fullness) of 
Messiah, which seals God’s universal covenant, created 
a humble body of believers—men and women, Jews and 
Gentiles, slaves and free persons working together in 
inclusion, equality, and mutuality for the liberation of a 
groaning creation, as Paul calls it. It eventually became 
the Roman state religion of power and control, exclu-
sion and separatism that suppressed the very religion 
from which it sprang, namely Judaism. Luther, steeped 
in Christian tradition, transformed the teachings of Je-
sus, Paul, and the apostles into a separatist Christianity. 
Luther’s Paul and Luther’s Jesus are decidedly Christians 
converted from Judaism by Augustine before him. Lu-
ther’s doctrine of sola fide, crafted out of the forgetfulness 
of centuries of Christian dogma, could not return the 
church to its root in the original ecumenical gospel of 
righteousness by faith. Power and control, intolerance, 
exclusion, and separatism remain firmly rooted among 
many who stridently embrace Reformation sola fide/sola 
scriptura. This kind of piety translates into works of dog-
ma and tradition by which the believer/community for-
gets its full responsibility in an alienated creation as each 
vies for its own purity, identity, and self-preservation 
through the observance and enforcement of unexamined 
traditional values.

Forgetfulness of Being in God creates fear of “differ-
ence”—fear that my clan’s life is at risk from the other. 
Dogmas and tradition often function to justify the walls 
we put up in the interest of self-preservation. And thus 
continues the cycle of forgetfulness and alienation. If the 
church can salvage the noble Reformation goal of sola 
scriptura by which, in Scripture, we encounter none but 
the logos—the truth of who are—then we can enter a dia-
lectic of beholding and becoming into the image of God 
from whence we have fallen. 

So, this is my appeal: Let not our deliberation here be 
a mere flex of intellectual muscle, or pledge of loyalty to 
particular ideologies, dogmas, and cliques, but let this be, 
year after year, a place of encounter with the logos, and a 
place from which we conspire to transform 
and re-member. ■
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Footnotes:
1. This method is based on the assumption that the scripture has a 

literal meaning, as opposed to having a mystical sense. Thus, if one reads 

Scripture in historical and literary context, one can know precisely what 

the text means. This approach became known as “Historical Grammatical 

Method.”

2. Kenneth Hagen, in his book Luther’s Approach to Scripture as Seen 

in His Commentaries on Galatians, 1519–1538 (London, England: Coro-

net Books, 1993), 18, argues that concepts such as “hermeneutic” and 

“method” are nineteenth-century, post-enlightenment and modern con-

cepts which are alien to Luther and his approach to Scripture.

3. Ibid., 15–17.

4. Luther called for the death penalty for “doctrinal heretics” and in 

particularly Anabaptists who, though they developed out of the teach-

ings of Luther and Ulrich Zwingli, these men considered to be too radical. 

Anabaptists oppose infant baptism and other doctrines which ironically 

emerge from Roman Catholic tradition rather than sola scriptura. See also, 

John S. Oyer, Lutheran Reformers against Anabaptists (Dissent and Non-

conformity) (Paris, Arkansas: The Baptist Standard Bearers Inc., 2001).

5. There is no doubt among sociologists that sacred canons such as the 

Bible or the Qur’an in and of themselves hold the most powerful sway over 

the minds of any culture.

6. “In it (the logos) was light, and the light was the life of humanity.” 

John 1:2.

7. Luther’s Works, 10:332; John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian 

Religion, 1.7.1

8. Weimar Ausgabe 18:609. 1–14 cited in Oswald Bayer, Martin Lu-

ther’s Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 84.

9. Ibid. This is Erasmus’ approach to passages that do not make sense.

10. Luther’s Works, 35:136, cited in Paul Althaus, The Theology of Mar-

tin Luther (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), 83.
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11. The Reformers oppose a subjective arbitrary interpretation that, ac-

cording to Origen before them, requires special spiritual insight by select 

people to decipher the meaning of the objects, parts, and elements of 

scripture. Origen, On First Principles 4.1.6 (Butterworth, Origen, 265).

12. Luther protests that there is nothing recondite in scripture. He goes 

on to say, “many passages in scripture are obscure and hard to elucidate, 

but that is due not to the exalted nature of the subject, but to our linguistic 

and grammatical ignorance; and it does not prevent in any way our know-

ing all the contents of the Scripture.” See John Dillenberger, ed., Martin 

Luther: Selections from his Writings (New York: Doubleday,1962), 172.

13. Calvin rails against this usurping of Biblical authority by the church 

saying, “But a most pernicious error widely prevails that scripture only has 

so much weight as is conceded to it by the consent of the church.” Cal-

vin, Instit, 1.7.1. According to Luther, “the church does not constitute the 

Word but is constituted by the Word.” Luther’s Works, 35:138.

14. “Constrained” because often interpreters attend to context only 

when it does not uncover error in an already established doctrine or prac-

tice.

15. From here on I will use the actual Greek word logos (English translit-

eration), because, as becomes evident in the progress of this conversation, 

the Greek term logos and its literal English translation “word” are not 

equivalent. The prologue of John reflects the marriage of Greek philos-

ophy and Hebrew wisdom. Logos in Platonic legacy designates the very 

mind of the cosmos that gives it form and meaning. In John 1:3–4, life and 

light reside in the logos and everything comes into being through it. This 

brings to the Judaic mind σωφια (wisdom). In Wisdom 9:12, “God made all 

things by your word, and by your wisdom fashioned man” [sic].

16. In this construction, λόγος having the definite article ὁ, is the sub-

ject, while θεός, without the article, functions as complement of ἦν (“was” 

[from the verb “to be” which is not an action but a state of being]). Θεός 

appearing as compliment without the article is not identifier, but modifier 

or describer, so that the logos finds description and definition in God as 

Being of God.

17. See especially “Sermons on John 1 and 2”, 1537–1538; Luther’s 

Works 22. See also, Robert Kolb and Charles P. Arand, The Genius of Lu-

ther’s Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 161–220.

18. The church began in the synagogue, but separation evolved as its 

interpretation of the Gospel continued to clash with the orthodox inter-

pretation. 

19. John crafts the debate as a choice between life and death.

20. The drama of the trial indicates that Jesus’ teaching not only dis-

rupts the structure of an entire religious system, but it threatens the au-

thority of its leader Caiaphas. Jesus’ teaching was a disclosure, αληθεια: di-

vine love that sets a people free, unearthed from layers of religious dogma, 

ritualistic obsession, and hierarchical power structure that hinder the flow 

of divine love. The crowd follows Jesus and listens to his condemnation of 

a corrupt religious system, and witnesses his life-giving power in the signs 

(miracles). This being the time of the biggest Jewish festival, the Passover, 

with millions of Jews in Jerusalem, Caiaphas must not lose control or lose 

face. He fears an uprising, and this uprising could be the end of the Jew-

ish nation in a Roman Empire that brutally crushes any kind of uprising 

(John11:45–51). It is because of this that Caiaphas “advised the Jews that 

it was better to have one person die for the people.” (11:40; 18:14). And 

Pontius Pilate yields to the untruth (John 19:1–16) because he is ultimately 

responsible for keeping the peace in his province, short of which Rome 

would depose or execute him.

21. The debate about truth climaxes with the last of the seven signs—

the raising of Lazarus from the dead and Jesus’ declaration “I am the resur-

rection and the life… everyone who lives and believes in me will never die” 

(John 11:25–26). This appears just before the passion narrative.

22. See also John 1:11–13: “He came to what was his own, and his own 

people did not accept him…but as many as believed…he gave power to 

become children of God.”

23. The Abrahamic Covenant is a recapitulation of humanity in the 

blessing of God: “…in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” 

(Genesis 12:3). Its devolution into an ethnocentric interpretation signifies 

the state of alienation that the incarnation means to rectify.

24. Foundational to Jewish apocalyptic understanding, especially in the 

period of the second temple, was the coming in of a new age of God’s 

reign through Messiah, the arbiter of justice who liberates God’s people 

from oppressive principalities and powers. In powerful Judaic quarters, 

based on their interpretation of the prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea), 

Messiah was to bring about political and spiritual redemption of Israel and 

establish a world government in Jerusalem. See “Mashiach: Messiah” in 

Judaism 101, http://www.jewfaq.org/mashiach.htm.

25. Cf., John 1: 17: “The law was given through Moses, but grace and 

truth came through Jesus Christ.”

26. At the onset of both the gospel and the first epistle, John resists 

the Gnostic philosophical impulse in his community to deny that God can 

mingle so intimately with fallen humanity. The assertion at the onset of 

the gospel and the first epistle is that the logos became flesh (John 1:14), 

that their eye saw it and their hands touched it—the logos which is life 

revealed by God. John invites his audience into this intimate fellowship of 

life (1 John 1:1–3). He further dismisses the Gnostic denial of the logos 

incarnation calling it the anti-Christ spirit (1 John 4:1–3).

27. The term translations render “faith” (πιστις) actually means “faith-

fulness.” The English word “belief” is not equal in meaning to the Greek 

word πιστις. Paul’s reference to Abraham’s faithfulness in Romans 4 is 

about his “commitment, trust and devotion,” not merely an intellectual 

affirmation versus doubt as the English word “belief” implies. (In Greek ar-

gumentation the πιστις is the proof of, or faithfulness to, one’s claim). The 

phrase “faith in Jesus Christ” (πιστις του Ιησου Χριστου) both in the Greek 
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and in the context of Paul’s discussion literally reads “faithfulness of Jesus 

Messiah.” God’s people receive justice through the faithful mediation of 

Messiah; and this is the actual meaning of the Abrahamic covenant in the 

context of Jewish Messianic expectation. See Pamela Eisenbaum, Paul Was 

Not a Christian: The Original Message of a Misunderstood Apostle (New 

York: HarperCollins, 2009), 191–194.

28. See H. Richard Niebuhr, Radical Monotheism and Western Culture 

(Louisville, Kentucky: Westminister/John Knox Press, 1943). Foundational 

to Niebuhr’s moral philosophy is his interpretation of the Christ event as a 

demonstration of oneness in being, so that all institutions, all religions, all 

ideological processes, all nations, all cultural activities and scientific break-

throughs, all life forms, all living experiences connect in the One (beyond 

the many) as essential parts of the process of being.

29. See the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7).

30. Isaiah 1:10–17, Micah 6:8, Amos 5:21–24.

31. The Gospel is Judaic and was the content of the preaching of the 

Hebrew prophets. It did not begin with the church as some may assume. 

See Isaiah 61 and Luke 4:8, 19.

32. Gentiles regard matters such as circumcision and diet as cultural 

with no inherent spiritual value; and Paul for example agreed. This was the 

contention of his teaching on righteousness.

33. Luther’s Works 35:396, cited in Althaus, 83.

34. See Kolb and Arand, The Genius of Luther’s Theology, 34.

35. See Christopher J. Probst, Demonizing the Jews: Luther and the 

Protestant Church in Nazi Germany (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana Uni-

versity Press, 2012)

36. “In the former we receive righteousness before God through faith 

on account of Christ. In the latter, we receive righteousness in the eyes of 

the world by works when we carry out our God given responsibilities.” See 

Charles Arand, “Two Kinds of Righteousness as a Framework for Law and 

Gospels in the Apologies,” Lutheran Quarterly XV (2001): 421.

37. Contrary to centuries of indoctrination, Paul did not address legal-

ism. Jews did not believe that they receive God’s righteousness/justice be-

cause of what they do. On the contrary they receive it because God chose 

them through covenant (Abrahamic Covenant [condensed in the Davidic 

covenant in view of the separation from the ten northern tribes {See 2 

Sam 7:12–13; 1 Kings 12; 2 Chronicle 10}]). Their religious norms (which 

Gentiles saw as cultural) identified them as God’s covenant community 

of the righteous. E. P. Sanders calls this covenantal nomism. Covenantal 

nomism is the belief that all who seek the promise of the Abrahamic Cov-

enant, namely God’s just vindication or God’s righteousness, must become 

members of the covenant community by means of proselytization (one 

must take on Jewish ethnicity/identity). This is what Paul argues against 

in Galatians and Romans. See E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism 

(Mineapolis: Fortress Press, 1977), 2.5.5

38. Ibid., 2.5.4

39. See note 26, above.

40. Assuming one may interpret “active righteousness” as such.

41. See for example, 1 Corinthians 10:23–30; Romans 14.

42. Jϋrgen Moltmann, The Spirit of Life: A Universal Affirmation (Min-

neapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).
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Erasmus, the Protestant Reformation, and the Text of the 
New Testament | BY CARL P. COSAERT

discussed | Desiderius Erasmus, the Greek New Testament, translation, papyrus, New Testament Textual Criticism

T
his year marks the five-hundredth anniversa-
ry of Martin Luther’s posting of his revolu-
tionary 95 Theses on the door of the Castle 
Church in Wittenberg and the beginning of 

the Protestant Reformation. While Luther’s bold action is 
often identified as the seminal event that led to the birth 
of Protestantism, it does not stand alone. It is intimately 
connected to an event that occurred a year earlier—the 
publication of the Greek New Testament (NT) in 1516 
by the Dutch scholar Desiderius Erasmus. It is in the pag-
es of the Greek NT that Luther discovered the truth of 
the gospel and found the strength to stand against the 
secular and religious powers that opposed him. Luther 
would later base his own German version of the NT on 
the second edition of Erasmus’ Greek text. The Protestant 
Reformation would certainly have been very different—if 
it even would have occurred—if it were not for the publi-
cation of Erasmus’ Greek NT. 

Despite the influential role Erasmus’ Greek text played 
at the outset of the Protestant Reformation, his text is no 
longer widely acclaimed today—at least among the major-
ity of textual scholars. On this historic anniversary of the 
Reformation, I would like to briefly examine the circum-
stances that led to its publication as well as the challenges 
and limitations that ultimately undermined its significance 
as a definitive edition of the Greek NT. I will then reflect 
on the current status of the text of the Greek NT as it re-
lates to the modern field of New Testament Textual Criti-
cism, which Erasmus inadvertently helped create.	 

The Race to Publish the Greek New Testament
The invention of the printing press with its movable 

type during the middle of the fifteenth century opened 
up an entirely new era in the history of the world. For the 
first time, a manuscript could be printed and published 
in multiple copies—and each of those copies agreed with 

each other in their entirety. Publishers would no longer 
be dependent on the varying levels of scribal skill and 
copying speed. Books could be produced more quickly 
and efficiently—and more cheaply.

Scholars and publishers rushed to be the first to produce 
the volumes that would become the definitive work in 
this new era. Under the leadership of the Spanish cardinal 
Ximenes de Cisneros, work on a multivolume edition 
of the Bible in Hebrew, Aramaic, Latin, and Greek was 
undertaken in 1502. Spanning six separate volumes, the 
edition, which came to be known as the Complutensian 
Polyglot, was a huge undertaking. It took twelve years 
before one of the volumes in the series was finished and 
printed. It was not volume one that was printed first, 
however. It was volume five, which contained the New 
Testament in Greek, with a Greek glossary with Latin 
equivalents to help the reader. Although it was printed in 
1514, a decision was made not to publish the volume until 
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the entire work was completed and received the 
Pope’s blessing. Unfortunately, it took three 
years to finish the remaining volumes, and 
three more years before it received Pope Leo 
X’s official sanction. It was finally published in 
1522.

Aware of the forthcoming but delayed pub-
lication of Ximenes’ Polyglot Bible, Johann 
Froben, a well-known publisher in Basel, decid-
ed to capitalize on the opportunity by publish-
ing an edition of the Greek NT sooner. He first 
discussed the possibility of the venture with 
Erasmus in August 1514, but apparently with-
out success. It was not until the following year 
that Froben finally convinced Erasmus to tackle 
the project in April 1515—perhaps as result of 
promising to compensate Erasmus well for his 
services. If the venture was to be a success, time 
was of the essence. Working nearly day and 
night, Erasmus produced his edition of the NT 
within the span of a mere six months. While it 
was not the first NT printed in Greek, it won 
the more important prize when, on March 1, 
1516, it became the first published Greek NT. 
By the time the Complutensian Polygot Bible 

was finally published and made available eight 
years later, Erasmus’ Greek text, which was 
well-received and already available in a second 
edition, dominated the market. If Luther would 
have had to wait for the Polygot Greek NT, we 
would not be celebrating the five-hundredth 
anniversary of the Reformation this year, but 
perhaps sometime around 2023—if at all.

Problems with Erasmus’ Greek Text
As significant and influential as Erasmus’ work 

was at that time, it was far from perfect. In fact, 
if the truth be told, it was filled with numerous 
mistakes and flaws.1 The problems in the first 
edition were so extensive that even the conser-
vative nineteenth-century textual scholar, Fred-
erick H. A. Scrivener (1813–1891), went so far 
as to say that it was “the most faulty book” he 
had ever encountered.2 Of course, many of the 
errors Scrivener lamented were simply the result 
of the frantic pace at which Erasmus worked in 
order to complete and publish his Greek text 
in just six months. While hundreds of the mis-
takes were the result of poor copyediting on 
the part of the printer, including the challenge 
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the typesetters faced in working directly off the edited 
Greek manuscripts themselves, Erasmus was also guilty 
of inaccurately transcribing a large number of Greek 
manuscripts himself.3 Commenting on the challenge he 
faced in producing roughly a printed sheet a day, Eras-
mus admitted to a friend, “The accession of labor, which 
I thought would be very light, I found in effect to be ex-
tremely heavy…. Some things I purposely passed over, 
and shut my eyes to many points upon which soon after 
publication I had a different opinion.”4

Compounding the issue even further—and ultimate-
ly the work’s undoing—was Erasmus’ reliance on only 
a handful of Greek manuscripts from the tenth to the 
twelfth centuries. Unbeknown to Erasmus at the time, 
these manuscripts would later turn out to be of inferi-
or quality. He appears to have selected them based on 
the convenience of their accessibility rather than on the 
quality of their text. Of the already limited number of 
manuscripts available to him, Erasmus based his text pri-
marily on two minuscule manuscripts from the twelfth 
century, known today as MS 2815 and, for Revelation, 
MS 2814. This turned out to be a serious problem since 
the one and only manuscript Erasmus had of Revelation 
was missing its final leaf—a leaf that contained the last 
six verses of the book. Not wanting to take the time 
to obtain another Greek manuscript, Erasmus decided 
to simply transcribe the missing verses from Latin into 
Greek—resulting in a form of Revelation that agrees with 
no extant manuscript today! 

While Erasmus corrected most of the typographical mis-
takes in the second edition of his work, published in 1519, 
many of the errors inherent in his base Greek text re-
mained. The eighteenth-century NT theologian and tex-
tual scholar, John Mill, calculated that the second edition 
of the text was changed in 400 places—and in his opinion, 
only 330 of them were for the better. Erasmus continued 
his attempt to improve the text over three more editions. 

It was in his third edition, in 1522, that Erasmus made 
the unfortunate decision to give into pressure from church 
clerics who were upset that his Greek text did not include 
the popular Trinitarian statement found in the Latin Vul-
gate in 1 John 5:7–8 that states “the Father, the Word, and 
the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there are 
three that bear witness in earth.” Known as the Johannine 
Comma (meaning a short clause), this reading is clear-
ly not original. It does not appear in manuscripts of the 

Latin Vulgate before the ninth century, and it is found in 
only eight late-Greek manuscripts, four of which include 
it merely as a marginal reading.5  

Erasmus made an additional ninety changes to his 
Greek text of Revelation in the fourth edition of his work, 
published in 1527. Surprisingly some of the erroneous 
readings he had inadvertently invented from translating 
Latin into Greek in his first edition were left unchanged! 
Outside of these changes to the Greek text, Erasmus made 
only ten other changes to the text. A fifth and final edi-
tion was published in 1535, just a year before his death. 
With mere four corrections made to his Greek text, this 
edition was nearly identical with his earlier edition.

Assuming Erasmus’ Greek Testament was firmly 
established, his text became the basis upon which later 
editions continued to be produced in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. His text became so commonly 
accepted by scholars and readers of the Greek NT that 
Abraham and Bonaventure Elzevir refer to it in an edition 
they published in 1633 as “the text [textum] now received 

Albrecht Dürer, Portrait of Erasmus
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[receptum] by all, in which we have given 
nothing changed or corrupted.” It is from this 
description, originally written in Latin, that the 
Greek text published by Erasmus came to be 
known as the Textus Receptus, that is, “the text 
received by all.” 

In spite of this flattering terminology, there 
was a growing awareness that Erasmus’ Greek 
text was not as well established as many had 
once thought. In his 1550 edition of the Greek 
NT, Stephans compared Erasmus’ text with 
fourteen other Greek manuscripts and noted 
in the margins all the places where he discov-
ered variant readings. The real challenge came 
in 1707 when John Mill published the results 
of his comparison of the Textus Receptus with 
100 other Greek manuscripts from that same 
era. The results revealed over 1,000 differences. 
This news shocked the faith of many. Fearing 
that the trustworthiness of the Scriptures was 
itself under attack, a number of Christian apolo-
gists rose up to defend Erasmus’ Greek text at all 
costs—an unfortunate decision which lives on 
in some church circles today. Lest one conclude 
that Mill’s work was somehow unfairly biased 
against Erasmus, it is important to note that 
conservative textual scholars who favor the ma-
jority readings present in the later manuscripts 
over the much earlier copies, which are the ba-
sis of most modern Bibles, themselves note that 
there are over 1,800 places in which Erasmus’ 
text differs from the majority reading of the 
manuscripts in his day.6  

Despite the obvious shortcomings of Erasmus’ 
Greek text, the spiritual darkness of the day was 
so dense that even a less than perfect NT still 
had a powerful influence—and it is an influence 
that we can and should be thankful for today. 
While Froben’s interest in hurriedly publishing 
an edition of the Greek NT may have been pri-
marily commercial, Erasmus had a much more 
worthy goal in mind. This can be seen in the 
words that appear in the preface of his work:

I totally disagree with those who are un-
willing that the Holy Scriptures, trans-

lated into the common tongue, should 
be read by the unlearned. Christ desires 
His mysteries to be published abroad 
as widely as possible. I could wish that 
even all women should read the Gospel 
and St Paul’s Epistles, and I would that 
they were translated into all the lan-
guages of all Christian people, that they 
might be read and known not merely by 
the Scots and the Irish but even by the 
Turks and the Saracens. I wish that the 
farm worker might sing parts of them at 
the plough, that the weaver might hum 
them at the shuttle, and that the traveler 
might beguile the weariness of the way 
by reciting them.7 

With such a worthy goal in mind, we must 
not be too critical of the shortcomings of Eras-
mus’ work. After all, Martin Luther was one of 
the types of individuals whom Erasmus hoped 
his Greek NT would touch. If Luther would 
have had to wait until 1520 for the Polyglot 
Greek NT, history would have certainly been 
very different.

In a sense we are also indebted to the lim-
itations of Erasmus’ Greek NT. Its shortcom-
ings inadvertently led to the desire to produce 
an edition of the NT that was a more faithful 
witness of the original—in fact, even more than 
that, the desire to recover, as far as possible, the 
text of the original NT itself. This lofty goal 
led to the search for and discovery of older and 
better copies of the NT and gave birth to the 
modern NT discipline known as Textual Criti-
cism and the edition of the Greek NT available 
to us today.

	
Problems Facing New Testament Textual 
Critics Today

The fundamental challenge Erasmus faced in 
the publication of his Greek NT was the lack 
of sufficient Greek manuscripts upon which his 
text was based. That is not the problem that 
textual scholars face today. The difficulty today 
is just the opposite—we have far more copies 
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of the NT than any scholar could ever hope 
to encompass. While Erasmus had a mere half 
dozen manuscripts of the NT, and those only 
covered portions of the NT, today there are 
over 6,000 copies of the NT in Greek alone. 
The number increases by an additional 2,400 if 
we include Greek Lectionaries—copies of litur-
gical readings in which various portions of the 
NT is citied. 

Scholars have divided these primary Greek 
manuscripts into four basic categories: (1) Mi-
nuscules; (2) Lectionaries; (3) Majuscules; and 
(4) Papyri.	

Minuscules
Miniscule manuscripts are copies of the NT 

written between the ninth and eighteenth cen-
turies in a small cursive script that had arisen to 
facilitate the ease of writing. All of the manu-
scripts Erasmus consulted fall into this category. 
Since these manuscripts are more recent than 
the others they make up the largest portion of 
extant NT manuscripts, totalling 2,936 as of 
November 2017, including two not yet cata-
logued.8 A small number of these include copies 
of the entire NT, while most contain only por-

tions of it. The number of manuscripts in this 
category increases by a dozen or so every year. 

The vast majority of these manuscripts rep-
resent a text that dates back to a form of the 
text that began to emerge in the fifth century. 
It is referred to as the Byzantine or the Major-
ity text. Referring to it as the Majority text is 
somewhat of a misnomer, however, since this 
text does not appear in any Greek manuscript 
before the fourth century, and it only became 
the dominant form of the text around the ninth 
century. The Majority text appears to represent 
an attempt in the Church to produce a more 
standardized form of the text in light of the di-
versity of readings found in the early forms of 
the text that had not been as carefully copied as 
they were later, when professional scribes were 
used to perform the task.9 	

Lectionaries 
The second category of manuscripts is the 

lectionaries. As the name implies, lectionaries 
are copies of the NT that were read as part of a 
liturgical worship service. Dating back as early 
as the fifth century, these manuscripts tend to be 
older than the miniscule manuscripts. Their value 

Greek Minuscule 447, Gospel of Matthew
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is also limited, however, by the fact that they do 
not contain continuous portions of the NT Scrip-
tures. They merely contain a random selection 
of passages drawn together from various books 
within the NT. Today 2,460 lectionaries are ex-
tant—including sixteen not yet cataloged.	 

Majuscules
Majuscule manuscripts represent an older col-

lection of Greek manuscripts that were copied 
in larger block letters. The majuscule script was 
the conventional way of writing in the earliest 
centuries of the common era up until around 

the tenth century. At the moment, there are 
only 323 of these NT manuscripts that are ex-
tant. The oldest and most celebrated of these 
manuscripts are known as Codex Vaticanus, 
since it was found in the archives of the Vat-
ican library, and Codex Sinaiticus, which was 
discovered at the St. Katherin Monastery at 
the base of Mount Sinai in Egypt. These man-
uscripts appear to have been copied around the 
middle of the fourth century, and have led some 
to conclude they may have been part of—or 
at least like—the fifty copies of the scriptures 
Constantine commissioned to be produced for 
the new churches he proposed to construct in 
Constantinople around AD 331.10 

Papyri
While the vast majority of the NT manuscripts 

are over a thousand years removed from the 
originals, the twentieth century witnessed the 
discovery in Egypt of a number of papyrus man-
uscripts that have narrowed the gap between the 
original autographs of the NT and their copies 
to only a couple hundred of years and, in some 
cases, even less than a hundred years.

The manuscript evidence for the NT radical-
ly changed in 1897 when two Oxford scholars, 
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Bernard Grenfeld and Arthur Hunt, stumbled 
upon a treasure trove of some forty thousand 
pieces of ancient documents written on papyrus 
at the site of an ancient Egyptian town called 
Oxyrhynchus.11 Classical scholars by train-
ing, Grenfeld and Hunt had no real interest in 
finding ancient Biblical manuscripts. They had 
gone to Egypt in hopes of discovering copies 
of Greek classics that had disappeared over the 
centuries. Instead, they discovered all kinds of 
non-literary papyri (e.g., personal letters, tax 
receipts, bills of sale, divorce proceedings), as 
well as fragments of the oldest copy of the Gos-
pel of Matthew, portions of the Gospel of Luke, 
John, the writings of Paul, and more. Today 
there are a total of 133 papyrus manuscripts—

though in many cases the fragments are no larg-
er than the size of a credit card.

Before the discovery of these manuscripts, as 
noted earlier, the oldest evidence for the NT 
Scriptures dated to one or two manuscripts from 
the middle of the fourth century. Now we have 
sixty-two older manuscripts that scholars date 
to around the turn of the third/fourth centuries 
or earlier.12 In fact, one of these manuscripts, 
referred to as Papyrus 52, contains five verses 
from John 18 and has been dated to about the 
year AD 125. Assuming John wrote his gospel 
around AD 85–90, the discovery of Papyrus 52 
potentially narrows the gap between the origi-
nal and the copies to less than fifty years! Dis-
coveries of this nature are unheard of!

Majuscule 0177, Greek-Coptic manuscript containing text of Luke 1:59-73
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The discovery of these manuscripts has 
provided scholars with far more evidence for 
the text of the NT than Erasmus would have 
ever dreamed. As the number of ancient man-
uscripts continued to increase over the last 
several centuries and reached further and fur-
ther back into the distant past, textual scholars 
could confidently boast that there was more 
evidence of the NT than any other ancient 
writing. They also became quite optimistic 
that the goal of reconstructing the definitive 
text of the original NT was easily within their 
grasp. As it turns out, however, they were too 
optimistic; the goal of reconstructing the orig-
inal text of the NT ended up being more elu-
sive than they imagined. 

The problem is not that we do not have 
enough manuscripts. It is the inability to accu-
rately number, evaluate, and classify the thou-
sands of manuscripts that are available. There 
are simply too many documents to deal with 
and not enough information about their histo-
ry. Complicating the situation even more is the 
simple fact that no two manuscripts of the NT 
agree with each other in their entirety. Every 
single manuscript needs to be evaluated indi-
vidually and then compared to all the others—a 
project that is well beyond the scope of any 
one scholar’s life and the accumulation of more 
data than any human could process.

The challenge of accessing the wealth of NT 
manuscripts and the differences between them 
has led some in the discipline to question not 
only whether the goal of recovering the origi-
nal text of the NT is possible, but even to call 
into question the reliability of the NT itself. As 
Porter notes, “the impression sometimes given 
in discussions of the text of the New Testament 
is that the text itself is entirely fluid and unsta-
ble, and that it was subject to so much vari-
ation and change through especially the first 
two centuries that its very stability is threat-
ened.”13 This latter sentiment can be seen in the 
following statement in Bart Ehrman’s popular 
work entitled, Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind 
Who Changed the Bible and Why.

It is one thing to say that the originals 
were inspired, but the reality is that we 
don’t have the originals…. Moreover, 
the vast majority of Christians for the 
entire history of the church have not 
had access to the originals, making their 
inspiration something of a moot point. 
Not only do we not have the originals, 
we don’t have the first copies of the 
originals. We don’t even have copies 
of the copies of the originals, or copies 
of the copies of the copies of the orig-
inals. What we have are copies made 
later—much later. In most instances, 
they are copies made many centuries lat-
er. And these copies all differ from one 
another, in many thousands of places. 
… these copies differ from one anoth-
er in so many places that we don’t even 
know how many differences there are… 
Most of these differences are complete-
ly immaterial and insignificant. A good 
portion of them simply show us that the 
scribes in antiquity could spell no better 
than most people can today… Even so, 
what is one to make of all these differ-
ences? If one wants to insist that God in-
spired the very words of scripture, what 
would be the point if we don’t have the 
very words of scripture? In some plac-
es…we simply cannot be sure that we 
have reconstructed the original text ac-
curately. It’s a bit hard to know what the 
words of the Bible mean if we don’t even 
know what the words are!14	  

While it is true that some manuscripts were 
copied more carefully than others, this does 
not mean that, due to scribal mistakes along the 
way, we are unable to have a reliable idea about 
the contents of a form of the text of the NT 
that is close to the original. A comparison of the 
established text of the two main text-types, the 
later Byzantine text and the earlier Alexandri-
an text, reveals that roughly 90 percent of the 
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text points us in the same direction. We might 
be unsure about the inclusion of an article, 
conjunction, particle, tense of a verb, or even 
a word itself, but that does not undermine the 
message of the text itself—and in the end, that 
is what matters the most. The presence of these 
sorts of variants do not pose a major obstacle 
to claiming that the text of the NT is reliable.15 

What about the remaining ten percent? There 
are a small number of passages in the NT where 
the manuscript evidence is divided between 
different readings and where some scholars are 
still divided on what should be the earliest form 
of the text. Some of these passages include the 
short or longer ending of the Gospel of Mark 
(Mark 16:8 or 9–20); the pericope of the wom-
an caught in adultery (John 7:53–8:11); Jesus’ 
bloody sweat (Luke 22:44); the angel who sup-
posedly stirred the water in the pool of Bethes-
da (John 5:3b–4), to name a few of the more no-
table examples. While decisions about the best 
readings of these passages have already been 
incorporated into modern copies of the Bible, 
whether or not one agrees with those decisions, 
not a single one of them fundamentally under-
mines the cardinal teachings of the NT itself. 
As Porter notes, 

Even when all of the possible passages 
[that] have been brought forward for 
discussion are taken into account…there 
remain many other passages that were 
not changed, corrupted, or otherwise 
altered. Rather than seeing major theo-
logical tendencies in the various textual 
changes to manuscripts, we should at 
best probably see theological fine tuning 
in a few noteworthy passages.16 

Ellen White addressed this question over the 
possibility of the inclusion of mistakes or errors 
in the textual history of the Bible over a century 
ago. Her counsel then is just as relevant today:

I saw that God had especially guarded 
the Bible, yet when copies of it were 

few, learned men had in some instances 
changed the words, thinking that they 
were making it more plain, when in re-
ality they were mystifying that which 
was plain, by causing it to lean to their 
established views, which were governed 
by tradition. But I saw that the Word 
of God, as a whole, is a perfect chain, 
one portion linking into and explaining 
another. True seekers for truth need not 
err; for not only is the Word of God 
plain and simple in declaring the way 
of life, but the Holy Spirit is given as a 
guide in understanding the way to life 
therein revealed.17

	 Ellen White addressed the same issue a 
few years later in 1888, when she said,

Some look to us gravely and say, “Don’t 
you think there might have been some 
mistake in the copyist or in the transla-
tors?” This is all probable, and the mind 
that is so narrow that it will hesitate and 
stumble over this possibility or proba-
bility would be just as ready to stumble 
over the mysteries of the Inspired Word, 
because their feeble minds cannot see 
through the purposes of God. Yes, they 
would just as easily stumble over plain 
facts that the common mind will accept, 
and discern the Divine, and to which 
God’s utterance is plain and beautiful, 
full of marrow and fatness. All the mis-
takes will not cause trouble to one soul, 
or cause any feet to stumble, that would 
not manufacture difficulties from the 
plainest revealed truth.18 

Conclusion
In comparison to the textual base upon which 

Erasmus based his Greek NT text, our knowl-
edge of and access to extant NT manuscripts 
has improved significantly over the last 500 
years. While we might wish that Erasmus had 
been more careful in the way he formulated his 
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NT, if he would have had access to all the texts available 
today, his work may never have been published. Yet in 
spite of all its limitations, on the whole his Greek NT 
provided a largely reliable witness to the sacred writings 
entrusted to the early church—a witness that gave birth 
to the Protestant Reformation and the rediscovery of 
the gospel. In this process, Erasmus may be likened to 
the numerous unnamed scribes who faithfully sought to 
transmit the NT Scriptures to the generations that would 
come after them, even though they themselves were not 
always as careful or accurate in the process as we would 
like. While mistakes were made in the process, those mis-
takes do not undermine the text itself. Although the work 
of NT Textual Criticism is far from over, we can be con-
fident that the NT Scriptures are a faithful representation 
of the original authors. ■
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Integrity in Scriptural Interpretation:
An Interview with Edward W. H. Vick | BY CHARLES SCRIVEN

discussed | hermeneutics, metaphor of inspiration, biblical authority, ancient context

Within Adventism, no 
topic matters more than the 
one Edward W. H. Vick 
addressed in his 2011 book, 
From Inspiration to 
Understanding: Read-
ing the Bible Seriously 
and Faithfully. Vick, who 
taught many years at Ca-
nadian Union College and 
now resides in Nottingham, 
England, earned degrees in 
philosophy and theology 

from three British universities, including Oxford, and took his doc-
torate in systematic theology at Vanderbilt University in Tennessee. 
During the 1960s, he taught at the Seventh-day Adventist Theolog-
ical Seminary at Andrews University. He has written a dozen or so 
books on a wide range of theological topics. The following interview, 
conducted by Charles Scriven, chair of the Adventist Forum Board, 
addresses themes from the aforementioned reflection on the Christian 
doctrine of Scripture. 

 
Scriven: The title of your book on Scripture reflects one of its 
main themes, namely, that the metaphor of “inspiration” is a mis-
leading way to discuss the status and importance of the Bible. 
Why is that so?

Vick: Let me say, to begin, that I work from two guid-
ing principles. I first ask what happens with the Bible in 
the Christian community. What does the church do with 
Scripture? What is its practice? This requires faithfully re-
porting on how, in worship, devotion, interpretation, and 
evaluation, the church actually approaches and treats 
Scripture. The second principle is that of explaining the 
church’s practice, or of putting the practice, so to speak, 
into theory. This means asking how the church itself has 
explained the status of Scripture, and seeing whether that 

explanation is consistent with what it actually does.
We notice at once that a certain process of interpreta-

tion determines how the Bible is read. Certain principles 
of interpretation become standardized and form a tradi-
tion for understanding the Bible. That hermeneutic tradi-
tion declares that the Bible is to be taken as the guide for 
doctrine and for practice. One result is a manifest concern 
for the authority of Scripture.

Scriven: So now the question comes to mind: How did the Bible 
come to have the authority it has in the church?

Vick: Well, we must talk about the story of its composi-
tion, of its sources and how they were put together. How 
did what were at first oral traditions come to be put into 
writing, when, and why? How did some written docu-
ments, but not all that were available, become part of the 
sixty-six-book collection we think of as the biblical can-
on? Finally, why does the contemporary Christian accept 
the decision made long ago about which books should be 
left in or left out?

The traditional defense of the Bible’s authority brings 
me to the title of the book, From Inspiration to Understand-
ing. Many have said, and still say, “The Bible has au-
thority because it is inspired.” That is the basic issue the 
book examines.

Scriven: And this brings us back to my question: Why do you think 
the metaphor of “inspiration” is a misleading way to get at the 
status and importance of the Bible?

Vick: I said that we must first consider the practice of 
the church, then form a conclusion as to what it means. If 
the text of Scripture were lost or unread, it would have no 
authority. “Inspiration” is a relational term. Human agents 
are inspired. And if people say that a piece of writing is 
inspired, they mean that what someone wrote affects them 
in a certain way, and perhaps also that it had its origin in a 
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certain way. But that judgment is subjective. We 
cannot say that the document itself, apart from 
reader reaction to it, is “inspired.” The Bible has 
authority because it has influence, not just be-
cause someone pronounces it “inspired.”

Scriven: Again, how does the Bible come to have its 
authority, its influence in the life of the church?

Vick: To speak of testimony is to speak of ev-
idence. The question then becomes, “What is 
it evidence for?” The testimony of the Scripture 
constitutes evidence for a series of events that 
happened in the past, long ago. Christian testi-
mony bears witness to past events. Such may be 
established as historical. Scripture bears witness 
to claims to God’s revelation in the past, in the 
story of the Hebrews, in the story of Jesus and 
his acceptance as the Christ in the Christian expe-
rience of individual and community. These are 
religious claims. That such claims were made 
depends on the historical evidence.

Now there is a serious question to answer. 
This is about the ancient context and the frame-
work of their thought and speaking. Scripture 
came into being within this framework that is 
very different from ours.

The Bible provides testimony to what God 
has done. Scripture bears witness to claims that 
God is revealed in the story of the Hebrews and 
of Jesus. Scripture documents the acceptance, by 
the first Christians, of Jesus as the Christ. Such 
testimony constitutes historical claims.

But Christians make another kind of claim 
beside the one that Scripture bears witness to 
the beliefs of ancient people. It is based on later 
and contemporary Christian experience. They 
recognize claims about the revelation of God 
in Jesus Christ as authentic because, in read-
ing Scripture, they experience God’s revelation 
and find it a genuine reality just as the earliest 
Christians did. They testify to that present reali-
ty, knowing it is not amenable to proof.

Scriven: Yes! The revelation to which Scripture testifies 
cannot be demonstrated. So the Bible, the written text, in 
providing historical evidence for the claim, is not iden-

tical with the divine revelation to which it bears witness.
Vick: But now there is a serious question to 

answer. This is about the ancient context and the 
framework of their thought and speaking. Scrip-
ture came into being within this framework, one 
that is very different from ours. We now move 
on the recognition that the context of all Scrip-
ture writing was an ancient understanding of 
the universe. The scriptural believers testified to 
their faith in a context very different from ours.

A theologian who was a chaplain in the army 
remarked that he constantly met soldiers who 
told him they could not have faith as they read 
Scripture. The reason they gave was that they 
could not identify with the ancient understand-
ing of the universe that provided the context for 
the writings. His answer was that they did not 
have to. He proposed that they distinguish be-
tween the framework, or worldview, in which the 
message was placed, and the essence of the mes-
sage itself. You can hold on to that essence with-
out assuming the worldview, as the ancient writ-
ers did, that the earth is flat, is built on pillars, 
that Hades is beneath the flat earth, and that the 
sun moves across the arch of heaven.

Think of Joshua, who demanded that the sun 
stand still so he could continue battle. Astrono-
mers today would have a lot to teach him. But 
again, what is the text of Scripture actually sup-
posed to do? The point, Christians say, is that 
when the Bible is read it becomes the medium of 
a very particular event, or experience: the reve-
lation of God through the influence of the risen 
Christ. And that is what matters. The words are 
inert and lifeless apart from the experience; they 
come alive when they mediate knowledge of a 
living reality.

Scriven: To exert influence, the Bible must be read. It 
must be interpreted. But the church and its members are 
human and prone to error, so what really assures the au-
thenticity of the Christian message?

Vick: What are Christians doing when they 
read and interpret the text? We shall distinguish 
two approaches.
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reading it for comfort, spiritual uplift, 
assurance, a relationship with Christ. They can 
also approach it with the purpose of establishing 
doctrine within a particular context, or church 
community. As the community develops, new 
questions arise, new concepts emerge, and 
new decisions have to be made. The text itself 
is established by means of skillful scholarship. 
Once established it is “there,” the primary 
source. From such a text the church derives 
its doctrines. Then these doctrines come to 
be defined as orthodox, or what the church’s 
administration requires that you believe. And 
when questions arise, church leaders must 
defend their method of interpretation. They 
must explain how the doctrine was derived 
from the text.

To sum up:

1. The devotional approach to Scripture was 
made possible only when the text of Scrip-
ture was available for reading by ordinary 
believers. This was the heritage of the Refor-
mation, the heritage of Luther and Tyndale, 
whose labors and sufferings, Tyndale’s to 
the death, produced readable translations in 
European languages and thus made possible 
the reading of Scripture by all, including the 
lowliest of people.

2. The study of the text with the purpose of 
establishing doctrine takes place within a 
particular context, a church community. As 
the history of the community develops, new 
questions arise, new concepts emerge, and 
new decisions have to be made. The doctrine 
that emerges defines the community to the 
extent that it continues to be affirmed and 
confessed. Here is an important point.

However, it came to be the text, as we now 
know it and interpret it, is a “fixed” text. We 
should continue to ask whether it is the best text. 
By saying this I mean that we have in front of us 
the translation of a much earlier text that has first 
been established, then given recognition, and 
later translated and is then “there” to be read, the 

result of a very long and costly process.
Let us go back for a moment and make some 

historical comment. The prophetic herme-
neutic was retained after the Disappointment. 
Some of the disappointed believers continued 
their firm belief in divine guidance, even if the 
result turned out to be unexpected and the cru-
cial prediction in error. This raises a serious 
question. Does divine guidance lead into error? 
It is a question that may be raised about later 
developments. Does God guide you, when in 
his knowing, he leads you to a false conclusion? 
What sort question is this?

Even if questions were raised about the valid-
ity of the hermeneutic that produced conclu-
sions and actions based on those conclusions, 
what became the “Advent Movement” decid-
ed that it must continue to employ the same 
method of interpretation that had produced 
the Great Disappointment. It had no desire 
and hence no incentive seriously to question 
the way they had been interpreting and using 
Scripture. Their belief was that God had been 
and was still guiding them in that use. Hence, it 
continued in its enthusiastic application. What 
was to be done with the 1844 date and with the 
notion associated with an immediate Advent?

Please note that I am describing church prac-
tice. From what the church does we can make 
firm propositions about the position and status 
of Scripture. And we don’t have to speak of “in-
spiration” in order to achieve this result.

Scriven: Yes, but there is the question of authenticity? 
How can we assure, or at least endorse, the integrity 
of effort toward the establishment of doctrine?

Vick: Doctrine is derived from particular pas-
sages of Scripture. First there is selection of texts 
considered relevant. Then, when one or more 
passages have been interpreted doctrinally, the 
astonishing claim is made that this is “what the 
Bible teaches.” Such claims are sometimes made 
even when different passages from other parts 
of Scripture present contrary positions. 

Closed definitions of acceptable doctrine can 
restrict understanding by unduly confining the 
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message of Scripture. An example is when the 
primary interest confines attention to certain 
selected texts that Adventists have focused on 
in a few favorite apocalyptic passages.

Scriven: Say more about the Adventist tradition of pro-
phetic interpretation.

Vick: Early Adventist hermeneutic retained 
certain key features of prophetic interpretation 
it inherited from the Millerite movement. Mill-
er saw all Scripture as on a level. He drew “proof 
texts” from any part of it and placed them in his 
system. He saw himself as a man of the concor-
dance. He even used the term “promiscuous” of 
his method. 

Following the Great Disappointment, believ-
ers who had expected the end of the world and 
their translation into “heaven” had to come to 
terms with their situation. Could anything re-
main of their beliefs? One group seized upon a 
new speculation from Hiram Edson. According 
to him, the expected cleansing of the sanctu-
ary was happening in heaven, not on earth as 
Miller had thought. That would take time. The 
destruction of the earth would come later, in its 
turn. The idea that Jesus was now a priest in a 
heavenly sanctuary meant that they had time to 
reassess and rebuild. Their hope in the Advent 
could be renewed. They were reassured.

These early Adventists had to admit either 
their dating error, or their hermeneutic error, 
or both. They admitted neither, but instead 
re-interpreted the reference of the key terms 
in their key text, Daniel 8:14. They thus de-
cided to continue employing the same meth-
od of interpretation that had produced the 
Great Disappointment.

Scriven: Over time, how has all this affected the way 
Adventists deal with the Bible?

Vick: Here are some rules of interpretation 
that became accepted:

1. In developing doctrine from the text of Scrip-
ture, do not ask questions like the following: 
date of composition of the books, how the 

final text was compiled into “books,” what 
the relation is between passages which are 
duplicated within the books, how different 
versions of events are found in the individual 
books, etc. 

2. Treat all passages of Scripture as of equal val-
ue as sources of doctrine.

3. Accept the text as it stands, treating passages 
from any biblical book as equivalent in val-
ue to any other. Any chosen passage has an 
equal status with any other chosen passage, 
and all can be used as “proof texts.” There was 
no serious interest in the context. 

4. Attempt, where appropriate, to co-ordinate 
the text of Scripture with future events 
and so make predictions about that future, 
even specifying dates or periods of time in 
relation to those future events. This became 
a dominating concern. Adventists have, 
uniquely, the God-given mission to foretell 
the future of the world and to characterize 
God’s coming judgment.

Questions are to be raised regarding each of 
these positions.

Interpretation That Produced This Result?
Here is a list of the dominating constitu-

ents that were elaborated in detail and at great 
length as Adventism developed, many of them 
accompanied with ingenious charts.

• Acceptance and retention of the primary sig-
nificance of the date 1844.

• Year-for-a-day principle.
• The concept of sanctuary and replacement 

of its original designation. Sanctuary was the 
earth ripe for destruction. Now it is a literal 
place in the heavens, i.e. somewhere in space.

• Post-1844 “cleansing” (Daniel 8:14) = a pro-
cess of mediation between Jesus, the Son, and 
God, the Father; judgment as “investigation.”

• The primary and preferential reference for 
understanding Christian salvation is made to 
feature detailed activities of the Hebrew tab-
ernacle, and Temple rituals.
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• Jesus, is both sacrifice and priest/mediator.
• God is Judge.
• Final destructive judgment, punishment of the 

wicked ending in their non-existence.
• Final salvation of the righteous to a heavenly 

existence.

The sanctuary idea occupied a great deal of 
interest and it became the central theme for 
extended development, becoming an elabo-
rate as well as an essential doctrine. Inherited 
from William Miller, it was duly modified at 
the suggestion of Hiram Edson and has been 
modified again as time has passed. The context 
has changed quite radically and so has its mean-
ing. For Miller it signified Advent, final judg-
ment, and world destruction at a particular year, 
month, and day.

For the early Adventists, with the modified 
adjustment their situation demanded, the re-
vised but retained idea of the sanctuary enabled 
them to make claims about atonement, media-
tion, judgment as inquiry, and judgment as ex-
ecution. In the process of their interpretation 
Adventists insisted on:

1. Retaining the primary importance of the ba-
sic idea of sanctuary, while radically changing 
its significance.

2. Retaining the hermeneutic of prophetic
	  interpretation.
3. Retaining the doctrine produced by that 

hermeneutic, even if the doctrine has been 
altered beyond the initial teaching. So now a 
quite different story is being told as the mean-
ing of the text. It is obvious that they went to 
great lengths to maintain the rightness of the 
course their history was taking.

Scriven: In the course of all this, some themes, like 
that of the sanctuary, have taken on a shape quite 
different from what the original text suggests. What 
constructive suggestions would you make for us. 

Vick:
1. Let’s learn to show some humility in asserting 

our claims. That shows up in being willing to 

discuss, and if need be, revise them.
2. Let’s recognize the importance of considering 

talks and writing, by competent people, that 
develop ideas and methods that are new to 
us, or have even been overlooked or rejected. 
This will lead to honest and sincere discussion.

3. Let’s realize that we cannot retain all the results 
of the conversations that took place during the 
immediate post-Disappointment period.

4. Let’s allow that Scripture consists of very 
diverse contents. Each of these requires its 
appropriate understanding. The apocalyptic 
elements are important, but cannot be the 
single, or even the primary, model for under-
standing the divine revelation.

5. Where discernment is required (and when 
is it not?) let’s be sure to appoint commit-
tee members who have some competence in 
their knowledge of Greek, in the history of 
the text, and, in the story of its acceptance 
as Scripture, some awareness of Hebrew and 
relevant historical contexts.

6. Give ample opportunity for sympathetic 
consideration of the suggestions forthcom-
ing from dedicated, qualified, and compe-
tent writers and scholars, treating them not 
as subordinates to be dominated, but wel-
coming them as valued contributors to on-
going discussion. ■

Edward W. H. Vick was born in Sussex and grew up in 

Berkshire. He is a graduate of London (BD), Nottingham (BA 

Philosophy), Oxford (BLitt), and Vanderbilt (PhD) Universities. 
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years at Canadian Union College, Alberta (Canada) and at 

the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, Andrews 

University, Michigan (USA). Later he was Head of Religious 
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now retired and teaches philosophy in local Adult Education 

programmes. He is married with a son and two daughters, 
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Charles Scriven chairs Adventist Forum.
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“Thy Words Do Find Me Out”: George Herbert’s Devotional 
Reading of the Bible | BY BEVERLY BEEM

discussed | devotional poetry, George Herbert, The Temple, Love, literary allusions

A previous version of this article was presented on October 22, 2011 

at Walla Walla University for their day-long event, “Celebrating the King 

James Bible: The 400th Anniversary of the Translation That Changed the 

World (1611-2011).” 

W
ith the publication of the King James 
Version of the Bible in 1611, the pos-
sibility and even expectation that all 
believers could have access to a Bible, 

if not own one, and read it in their own language could 
not help but change the landscape of both literature and 
religious experience. It opened up a whole new world of 
literary allusions, forms, and themes that the reader could 
be expected to recognize and understand. And it opened 
up the reading of Scripture as a devotional practice avail-
able to all believers. Devotional reading of the Bible goes 
beyond furnishing the mind with information. It leads us 
to read the stories of the Bible as my story, its words as my 
words. It is a dialogue with God, an act of prayer, an act 
of faith, and an act of worship. Its purpose is not informa-
tion, but transformation. 

George Herbert’s collection of poetry, The Temple,1 long 
recognized as a spiritual classic as well as a literary mas-
terpiece, provides a case study in how devotional reading 
of the Bible can shape both a literary text and a devo-
tional practice. Herbert, born in 1593, would have seen 
the King James Version published as the Authorized Ver-
sion and widely used in corporate worship and private 
devotions. He was a younger son in a great and influential 
household, his mother a patron of the arts. His success as 
a scholar and orator at Cambridge gained him the atten-
tion of King James I and led him to serve in Parliament 
for a time, but, in 1630, when he was in his mid-thirties, 
he turned his back on public life, took Holy Orders in the 
Anglican Church, and spent the rest of his life as a coun-
try parson. He pastored a small church in Bemerton, near 

Salisbury, until his death from consumption three years 
later. You might try to picture this aristocratic young man 
pastoring his small flock of farmers and laborers, help-
ing to rebuild the church with his own funds, preaching, 
visiting his parishioners, walking the river path to Salis-
bury Cathedral to engage in the music, writing a classic 
book on pastoring called The Country Parson, setting a high 
standard indeed for the shepherds of God’s flocks—and 
writing poetry.

Shortly before his death, he entrusted a manuscript of 
his poems, which he described as “a picture of spiritual 
conflicts between God and my soul,” to his good friend, 
Nicholas Ferrar, with instructions to publish it if it might 
help “any dejected poor soul,” or else destroy it. The man-
uscript was a collection of 162 poems entitled The Temple. 
One can’t get beyond the title page without recognizing 
the importance of biblical allusion in this text. The pri-
mary meaning of “temple” in the Old Testament is the 
dwelling place of God, a holy place, a place of cleansing 
and atonement, but the meaning expands in later use to 

George Herbert
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include the body of Christ as the new temple 
(John 2:19–21), the community of believers 
with Christ as the cornerstone; the individual 
believer as the temple of God (1 Cor 3:16–17); 
and the Christian church as a place of worship 
where one meets God. All of these meanings 
are operating in The Temple, and while his con-
temporaries were writing poetry distinguished 
by their wide-ranging allusions to classical lit-
erature and current events and discoveries in 
science and exploration, Herbert’s poetry draws 
almost exclusively from the KJV of the Bible. 
His purpose for writing is devotional. His audi-
ence is God.2  

The H. Scriptures, I and II
As readers move through The Temple, they will 

note poems on specific aspects of the Old Tes-
tament temple, such as the altar, the sacrifice, 
the priesthood, and Aaron. Or the imagery will 
move into the world of the Christian church with 
poems on the church porch, the entryway, the 
floor, the lock and key, the windows, and various 
aspects of the liturgy and the church calendar. 

Of all the furnishings in the temple, the Holy 
Scriptures is key in the transformation of the 
soul that takes place there. In the paired poems 
on The Holy Scriptures he describes the Bible 
as a book of “infinite sweetnesse” and the reader 
a bee, sucking every letter for the honey; it is 
a balm that comforts grief, mollifies pain, and 
restores health; it is a mirror that mends the de-
fects it reflects; it is a well that cleanses the one 
who drinks; it is heaven’s ambassador defending 
the soul against the powers of death and hell; it 
is a forerunner or gift sent by heaven, a token of 
joys to come; heaven itself lies flat on the page, 
open to those who approach it on bended knee 
like a lover approaching his bride, or the soul 
approaching God.

With the Bible described in images of ulti-
mate worth, power, and beauty, Herbert pro-
ceeds to explore how the mind of the reader 
can embrace this text. How does this book 
work that makes it different from all other 
books? Using the metaphor of a “book of star-

res” and the reader an astronomer finding the 
constellations, he says, “Oh that I knew how all 
thy lights combine, And the configurations of 
their glorie!” Each verse shines like a star in the 
night sky, alone and beautiful, but each star is 
part of a constellation of other stars that give it 
an even brighter light or richer meaning. 

This verse marks that, and both do make 
a motion

Unto a third, that ten leaves off doth lie.
“The H. Scriptures II,” ll 6-7

Finding the stars of a constellation and see-
ing them in their new, more complex, context 
enriches the meaning that each single star can 
bear. He repeats the concept in a new metaphor 
of three herbs mixed together creating a new 
potion, more powerful than each alone. “Such 
are thy secrets,” he says, but do they work? Is 
the constellation an accurate guide to the heav-
ens? Is the potion a medicine for the soul? The 
proof is in the speaker’s own life. “My life makes 
good” the text. My life proves the text, a living, 
speaking, acting commentary on the text. The 
purpose of the text is to guide the “Christians 
destinie” and the Christian’s life “comments 
back on thee.” 

In the clearest description of what devotional 
reading of the Bible is all about, he says, 

for in ev’ry thing
Thy words do finde me out, & parallels 

bring,
And in another make me understood.

“The H. Scriptures II,” ll. 9–11

Devotional readers see themselves in the text. 
This is God’s word to them. God’s word can find 
the reader out. And the reader finds healing and 
redemption. The proof is in the Christian life, 
as the believer participates in the gospel story. 
“Parallels bring,” says Herbert. In understanding 
the stories of the Bible, readers understand their 
own story, and their place in the great story of 
redemption. In the devotional reading of the 
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Bible, readers come to understand themselves. 
Herbert reflects the Reformation “insistence on 

the sufficiency and primacy of Scripture” and on 
the authority of believers to read and interpret 
Scripture with the help of the Holy Spirit. In the 
“living language” of the Bible, the reader meets 
God, as ancient Israel met him in the temple. 
The result of this encounter is transformation.3

In the 162 poems of The Temple, Herbert dra-
matizes this transformation. He creates a speak-
er, a Christian Everyman, and through him 
explores “the nature of divine and human inti-
macy.”4 The growth of love between God and 
the soul is essentially a narrative. Much like the 
psalmist, he laments and loves:

Bitter-sweet
Ah my deare angrie Lord,

Since thou dost love, yet strike;
Cast down, yet help afford;

Sure I will do the like.

I will complain, yet praise;
I will bewail, approve:

And all my sowre-sweet dayes
I will lament, and love.

Like Jacob, he wrestles with God. Like the 
Psalmist he complains to God and praises him 
at the same time, and, like the prophets, he rea-
sons with him and calls for mercy and judgment. 
Aware both of his sinfulness and of Christ’s sac-
rifice, he catches fragmentary glimpses of Di-
vine love and says longingly, “What wonders 
shall we feel, when we shall see Thy full-ey’d 
love” (“The Glance”). 

Love III
The narrator in The Temple sees through a glass 

darkly but longs for that fuller glimpse that 
comes in the very last poem, “Love III,” where 
he comes face to face with “quick-ey’d Love”: 

Love III
Love bade me welcome: yet my soul 

drew back,

Guiltie of dust and sinne,
But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow 

slack
From my first entrance in,

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,
If I lack’d any thing.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:
Love said, You shall be he.

I the unkinde, ungratefull? Ah my deare,
I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did re-
ply,

Who made the eyes but I?

Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let 
my shame

Go where it doth deserve.
And know you not, says Love, who bore 

the blame?
My deare, then I will serve.

You must sit down, says Love, and taste 
my meat:

So I did sit and eat.

“Love III” is the climax of the dialogue be-
tween the soul and God. It dramatizes the 
relationship of divinity and humanity in the 
language familiar to readers of the Bible.5 The 
setting is a feast, prepared by Divine Love, 
Herbert’s characteristic name for God, clearly 
echoing the biblical identification of God as 
Love (1 John 4:8). The banquet setting grows 
from multiple connections with the Bible. “He 
brought me to the banqueting house,” says the 
Beloved in the Song of Solomon, “And his ban-
ner over me was love” (Song of Sol. 2:4). The 
Communion table, with Love as the Host, an 
unspoken pun, would have been a ready con-
nection to Herbert’s readers, as well as the ban-
quet parables of Jesus, and the marriage supper 
of the Lamb (Rev. 19:6-9). The eschatological 
setting of Christ welcoming his people to the 
longest table is supported by the themes of the 
preceding four poems: “Death,” “Doomsday,” 
“Judgment,” and “Heaven,” though even now, 
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through the Scriptures, the liturgy, and the sac-
raments, the soul can have intimations of this 
ultimate face-to-face encounter with Love. We 
have watched the dialogue, the back-and-forth 
play, between the speaker and God throughout 
the 162 poems of The Temple. This is the last one. 
How is it going to end? We watch the drama 
play out. 

“Love bade me welcome.” Love initiates the 
conversation. And the dramatic situation is set. 
Love is the host who has spread out the banquet 
and now welcomes the guest. The narrative re-
ally should end right here. The host welcomes; 
the guest accepts. But, “yet,” the next line begins 
with an adversative, a contrary motion. Not 
for the first time, the speaker resists the divine 
movement on his soul. Here is where the drama 
begins. For some reason, after 161 poems, “my 
soul drew back, guiltie of dust and sinne.” A bib-
lical allusion can be as simple as a single word, if 
that word rings in the memory and imagination, 
and “dust” is a frequent image in the King James 
Bible for the fallen human condition: “Shall the 
dust praise thee?” (Ps. 30:9); “He remembereth 
that we are dust” (Ps. 103:14); Abraham says in 
bargaining with God over Sodom, as if to ex-
cuse his audacity, “Behold now, I have taken 
upon me to speak unto the Lord, which am but 
dust and ashes” (Gen. 18:27). Can humanity sit 
at Love’s table in his mortal, fallen condition? 
Well, no. Something must happen, and we see, 
as the poem unfolds, that it already has. 

“Quick-ey’d Love” pursues the reluctant 
guest. As the soul draws back, Love draws near, 
“sweetly questioning, / If I lack’d any thing.” “A 
guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here.” He doesn’t 
ask for much: just a whole new self. The King 
James Bible renders it as putting on the “new 
man” (Eph. 4:24) or “If any man be in Christ, he 
is a new creature” (2 Cor. 5:17). “Love said, ‘You 
shall be he,’” the new man, the new creature you 
have asked to be.

That should finish the conversation, but the 
guest comes back with an objection. “I the un-
kinde, ungratefull? Ah my deare, / I cannot look 
on thee.” He addresses love with the intimacy of 

someone who knows God well. He falls into a 
long line of prophets who respond to God’s call 
with a heart-felt, “But I can’t. Not me.” Moses 
argues extensively with God, “O my Lord, I am 
not eloquent,” but “I am slow of speech, and of 
a slow tongue” (Ex. 4:10). Isaiah cries out “Woe 
is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of 
unclean lips, . . . for mine eyes have seen the 
King, the Lord of hosts” (Isa. 6:5). The speaker 
is in good company. And the dilemma is clear. 
God calls, but how can we look on the face of 
God. To look on God is death. “Moses hid his 
face; for he was afraid to look upon God” (Ex. 
3:6). “Ah my deare, I cannot look on thee.” A 
lover longing to be loved speaks the language 
of dust and sin, aware that he dare not look on 
the face of Love.

But Love is up to the challenge. The face of 
Love he dare not see is smiling. God is holding 
his hand. “Love took my hand, and smiling did 
reply, / Who made the eyes but I?” 

“Who hath made man’s mouth?” says God to 
Moses. “Have not I the Lord?” (Ex. 4:11). I made 
your eyes, says Love, they can look on me.

The guest comes back with more arguments. 
“Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them.” Going 
beyond the arguments of Moses and Isaiah, he 
now evokes the NT words of the Syro-Phoe-
nician woman in a strange inversion of poetic 
images. The woman asks Jesus for healing for 
her daughter. Jesus refuses by saying it is not 
right to give the children’s bread to the dogs. 
The woman cannot be turned away and, match-
ing Christ’s wit, she says in the language of the 
King James Bible, “Truth, Lord: yet the dogs eat 
of the crumbs which fall from their masters’ ta-
ble” (Matt. 15:27). The two stories are in direct 
opposition to each other. The woman will not 
be turned away by Christ who refuses to allow 
her a place at the table. Herbert’s speaker re-
fuses to take his place at the table where Love 
freely invites him. These two strange stories 
are united by the words of opposition, “Truth 
Lord, but.” The woman’s argument earns her 
the praise of Jesus, who says, “O woman, great 
is thy faith.” The speaker shows no sign of faith.
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Love, who has evoked his authority as the 
Creator, is rebuffed by the speaker’s claim to 
the fall. Truth, Lord, you made the eyes, but 
“I have marred them.” And then the despairing 
cry, “Let my shame go where it doth deserve.” 
Where does guilt go when our sins are forgiven? 
Where does shame go when we are accepted 
and welcomed? The King James Version speaks 
of bottomless pits and the depths of the sea, but 
there is a bigger issue here. Now we are getting 
to the crux of the argument. We have been cir-
cling it, but we can’t avoid it any longer.

“And know you not, says Love, who bore the 
blame?” “Art thou a master of Israel, and know-
est not these things?” says Jesus to Nicodemus 
(John 3:10). Do you not know the most fun-
damental truth of Christianity: Love bore the 
blame. That is why God bears the name of Love. 
The guest of God is no longer the dust-covered 
sinner. He is a new creature. Because Love bore 
the blame, he is the guest, worthy to be here.

The guest has no argument against the 
mind-boggling reality of the cross. But he is not 
giving in yet. He will draw out his own trump 
card: “My deare, then I will serve.” As the Father 
rushes the prodigal son to the banquet table, the 
son protests “Father, I have sinned against heav-
en, and before thee, And am no more worthy to 
be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired 
servants” (Luke 15:18-19). The Father doesn’t 
let him finish his speech. He isn’t arguing the 
case. He is too busy calling the neighbors to 
the feast.

Love is through arguing, as well. Love’s case 
is ultimately not based on reason. It is based on 
Love. Love’s feast is not to be debated, or even 
understood. It is to be eaten. “O taste and see 
that the Lord is good,” says the Psalmist (Ps. 
34:8). “You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste 
my meat.” Love speaks the invitation in words 
resonant with Isaiah’s call to Israel, “Shake thy-
self from the dust; arise, and sit down, O Je-
rusalem” (Isa. 52:2).6 Jesus depicts the heavenly 
feast God prepares for his servants, when “he 
shall gird himself, and make them to sit down 
to meat, and will come forth and serve them” 

(Luke 12:37).7 For the first time, the guest has 
no words. There is nothing more to be said. 
Love has the last word. In a grand understate-
ment, typical of Herbert, the soul silently as-
sents, “So, I did sit and eat.”

This dialogue between God and the soul 
takes its imagery and themes from the Bible. 
Allusions, which tickle the memory and bring 
up a whiff of another story, another passage, 
bring us to a deeper understanding of the text. 
We can see how deeply present the language of 
the King James Version of the Bible was in the 
minds of the poet and his readers and how pow-
erfully it can be used in a devotional reading 
where the words of Scripture are spoken as our 
words, where the stories of the Bible are retold 
as our story, my story. And in Herbert’s new 
parable with old images, we, too, sit and eat. ■ 
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Art and Morals: Two Aspects of the Same Struggle
 | BY LILLIAN ROSA CORREA

discussed | women in religious art, Lucas Cranach the Elder, Christ Blessing the Children, Love and Attention

T
he title of my essay is borrowed from a line 
in Janet Soskice’s book, The Kindness of God: 
Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language.1 Sos-
kice is a feminist theologian and professor at 

the University of Cambridge. I first learned of her at a 

symposium I attended, entitled “Women and Religion,” in 

which she presented a paper on the depiction of women 

in religious art from the Middle Ages to the present. In 

her book, Soskice quotes Iris Murdoch: “Virtue is au fond 

the same in the artist as in the good man in that it is a 

selfless attention to nature.”2 Hence, Love and Attention, 

according to Soskice, become the meeting place for the 

experience of art, or beauty, as with morality, assuming 

the ethical as central to that meeting. Soskice goes on to 

say that “to be fully human and moral is to respond to 

that which demands or compels our response—the other 

attended to with love.”3 She again cites Murdoch in elab-

orating on this particular point of response: “I am look-

ing out of my window in an anxious and resentful state of 

mind … suddenly I observe a hovering kestrel. In a mo-

ment everything is altered. The brooding self with its hurt 

vanity has disappeared. There is now nothing but kestrel.”4 

The above descriptions of the philosophical and emo-

tional experiences obtained via the observance of beau-

ty in art as with ethics, morality, and spirituality, came 

together for me in my recent encounter with a painting 

by Lucas Cranach the Elder, a fifteenth-century painter, 

and close friend of Martin Luther. The painting is entitled 

Christ Blessing the Children, and I was immediately drawn to 

this particular rendition. Cranach’s version distinguishes 

itself from most others in that it is the women and chil-

dren that dominate the painting, in both number and 

in deportment. It is not merely the presence of women, 

however, as other artists also include them. Rather, it is 

the peculiarities in the common features that make Cra-

nach’s version exceptional. He depicts a less-than-tidy 

Lucas Cranach the Elder, Christ Blessing the Children, 1537 
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scenario of the women crowding around Jesus in such 
close proximity that they allow no room or easy access 
by anyone else. Even Jesus barely has any elbow room. 
You can almost envision the pushing and shoving that 
occurred as these mothers rush towards Jesus to ensure 
a blessing for their treasures. The woman to the right of 
Jesus appears to have shoved the baby in His face, and 
the ones to his left and behind are allowing their babies 
to grab hold of His tunic as if attempting to climb on His 
back. As for the woman on the lower right, she stops to 
breastfeed because, after all, her baby is hungry, and feed-
ing time trumps all else. Meanwhile, the woman in red 
appears to be crouching to pick up her toddler and bring 
her to the face of Jesus while the window of opportunity 
is still wide open. What an image of eagerness and resolve 
is portrayed in these women, for whom their children’s 
blessing is of utmost importance from the One in whose 
image they are made.

And then there are the men! Six of them painted to-
gether so tightly that one would be remiss to not feel the 
sudden and abrupt push that forces them out and behind 

the inner circle. The one in green appears to barely have 
had the opportunity to turn around. Their expressions 
of disapproval at the audacity of these women is by no 
means understated. Their gazes are sharp, their brows 
frown, and their sights are fixed directly on the women. 

The story of Jesus blessing the children is found in three 
of the four gospels, namely, Matthew, Mark, and Luke. 
One noteworthy detail in this thrice-identical retelling is 
the unidentified figures carrying the babies and accompa-
nying the children. These are referred to in all three gos-
pels simply as “they,” “them,” and “those,” pronouns that 
preserve ambiguity as to who the individuals were. As is 
often the case with the androcentric focus so prevalent in 
the Bible, the wording of this story presupposes an absence 
of women via the nebulous use of pronouns. Luke recounts 
the disciples sternly ordering them not to do this, Mark re-
counts the disciples speaking sternly to them, and Matthew 
relays the disciples speaking sternly to those who brought 
them.5 It would be hard to overlook the striking similarities 
to the observations made today regarding the number of 
times women are interrupted by men in meetings! 

Lucas Cranach the Elder, Christ Blessing the Children, (alternate version)
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In stark contrast to the men, however, Jesus and the 
women share similar facial expressions: relaxed brows 
and mouths, and ever-so-gentle smiles emitted from the 
corners of their eyes that appear to reaffirm a kinship fa-
miliarity that needs no formal introductions, much less 
apologies. Interestingly, Cranach paints nothing else: no 
background scenery, no crowds, no rolling hills, no cot-
tony clouds hanging in a heavenly blue sky, nothing! We 
are forced to gaze upon the characters, and we are forced 
to look into their eyes. By eliminating the distracting ex-
tras, our attention is turned towards an interaction more 
than an event.

As I gaze upon Cranach’s rendition of Jesus blessing 
the children (attention), and as I gaze upon the exchange 
of love from the eyes of this particular Jesus and these 
particular mothers (love), I am compelled to respond to 
the most powerful reaffirmation of my womanhood in 
God’s eyes, especially in these anxiety-ridden, #metoo 
times. Cranach’s rendition of Jesus blessing the children 
serves as a powerful reminder of the tangible distortion 
of reality in excluding the presence (or power) of wom-
en in scripture, as in real life. If art and morals share the 
same struggle, as Soskice writes, and if love and atten-
tion are the necessary applications to that struggle, then 
Cranach’s rendition compels us to address the disparities 
between a Jesus who deliberately directed His love and 

attention to women by bringing them to the forefront of 
His mission and outreach, and the androcentric efforts 
that relegate them to the shadows. If one picture is worth 
a thousand words, this painting rewrites the gospel narra-
tive. Whether Cranach intended to put forth this message 
or not is not documented, but the power of art can speak 
to the longings of our hearts in ways that render words 
impotent. ■

Lillian Rosa Correa is a native New Yorker living in Oslo, Norway, with 

her husband Tito and two grown sons. She is the co-founder and director 

of Comenius Education Services. She holds an MPhil in Religion, Society, 
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of Religion and Women. Her passions are her family, her Sabbath School 
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Lucas Cranach the Elder, Christ Blessing the Children, (alternate version)
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Named and Known, Known and Loved: Unintended 
Consequences, Human Accountability, and Being Loved | BY MICHAEL PEARSON

discussed | Martin Luther, World War I, the Emmaus Road, choices, love

Sermon at ASRS meetings, Boston, 18 November 2017

T
his year, 2017, which is now slipping from 
our grasp, has been a year of anniversaries, 
celebrations, and simple commemorations 
of events which it would be inappropriate 

to celebrate.
In the UK, it is fifty years since abortion was first le-

galized (October 27, 1967), under certain particular cir-
cumstances. But the law was loosely worded, liberally 
interpreted, and the consequence has been that the num-
bers of abortions carried out are vastly greater than the 
architect of the legislation, a devout Christian, intended. 
There have been serious unintended moral consequences. 

On November 2, 1917, the British Foreign Secretary, 
Arthur Balfour, made a public declaration promising mu-

tually exclusive outcomes to two populations. The Balfour 
Declaration effectively sowed the seeds of today’s Isra-
el-Palestine conflict. The unintended tragic consequences 
are still very much with us.

Martin Luther
More significantly perhaps for us at this time is the 

five-hundredth anniversary of the Protestant Reforma-
tion, specifically symbolized by Luther publishing his 95 
Theses on October 31, 1517. In that year, Martin Luther 
thought, said, and did things in Wittenberg which had 
consequences he did not intend. 

The Catholic dissident did not intend to cause a con-
vulsion sufficient to destabilize Rome, or generate a so-
called Protestantism, whose echoes ring loud down the 
centuries, even in our own lives.

He did not intend to create a church specifically named 
after him which today numbers 80 million adherents 
world-wide.

He did not intend to modernize and unify a language 
which hitherto had been a mosaic of dialects, and encour-
age mass literacy.

He did not intend to set in train a sequence of violent 
events which would leave hundreds of peasants dead, vic-
tims of civil conflict.

He did not intend to foster the idea that we are individ-
uals before we are members of society.

He did not intend to act as midwife to modern Germa-
ny or to the idea of the nation state.

He did not intend to contribute to long conflict in Eu-
rope well beyond German borders.

He did not of course intend, could not possibly have 
anticipated, that his published views on the Jewish people 
should make him a poster-boy of latter-day fascism.

Luther’s life offers spectacular examples of the law of 
unintended consequences.

Martin Luther
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World War I
Along with Reformation celebrations, we 

also are commemorating, perhaps more in Eu-
rope, the various centenaries of World War I. 
The year 1917 was one of hellish carnage in 
Flanders, at Passchendaele, at Ypres, in which 
multitudes of men on both sides died in a very 
small geographical area, in a very short period 
of time, to very little effect.

Three years before, in Sarajevo, June 28, 
1914, the driver of the car of Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand of Austria did not intend to take a 
disastrous wrong turn which would present 
the assassin Gavrilo Princip with the perfect 
opportunity to do his murderous work, and so 
create for others a pretext for declaring war. 
The chauffeur did not intend to fracture Eu-
rope. He did not intend to unleash all manner 
of geo-political consequences in World War I, 
whose deep awfulness no-one could ever have 
imagined: consequences which continue to re-
verberate today. 

It is the law of unintended consequences.
On April 6, 1917, President Woodrow Wil-

son signed a declaration of war by the United 

States on Germany. His message was cheered 
by Congress: “The world must be made safe for 
democracy,” he proclaimed, as so many have 
done. He went back to the White House and 
wept. He said, “My message was one of death 
for young men. How odd it seems to applaud 
that.” It seems that he did understand, albeit 
only dimly, the awful possibilities of the law of 
unintended consequences.

The First World War brought important un-
planned social change too. For example, many 
armies involved in the conflict issued con-
doms, prophylactics against the spread of sex-
ually-transmitted diseases as soldiers had brief 
affairs with local girls. Disease was weakening 
the military machine. Theodore Roosevelt 
considered the issuing of condoms “race sui-
cide.” Many moralists also condemned it. But 
condoms were widely used in World War I, 
and returning soldiers were not easily going to 
surrender this newly-found enhancer of sexual 
freedom. World War I clearly hastened the use 
of condoms as the primary birth control meth-
od among respectable families, for good and ill. 
Many churches overcame their scruples within 

Devastation of WWI

Brexit protest
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a decade or two. And later came other contra-
ceptives. Their availability changed our expec-
tations, changed our lives completely.

How odd that the obscenities of war could fa-
cilitate the tenderness of intimacy. It is the law 
of unintended consequences.

Brexit
And so, to the present day…
April 2017 will be remembered as the time 

when the United Kingdom began the process 
of exiting the European Union. UK Prime Min-
ister, Mrs Theresa May, pressed the “trigger” for 
Article 50 to signal the beginning of the two-
year transition period. 

Former Prime Minister David Cameron had 
not intended that the referendum should lead to 
this—quite the opposite. He had wanted to uni-
fy his party and cement links with the EU. He 
achieved precisely the opposite. Prime Minister 
Theresa May did not intend to lose the majori-
ty she needs for effective Brexit negotiations in 
a general election.

Most of those who voted for Brexit do not in-
tend to break up the United Kingdom. They did 
not vote for economic decline in their country. 
Most did not intend to make EU nationals feel 
unwelcome on British streets. They did not in-
tend to leave the public health service seriously 
understaffed. But many of the most important 
consequences of Brexit are likely to be quite un-
intended by those who voted and campaigned 
for it. It will be painful for us and will have con-
sequences way beyond our own shores.

It is the law of unintended consequences.

Our Church
And so, to our own church…
When Adventists first formulated the doc-

trine of the millennium, 1,000 years after the 
return of Christ, when peace would reign, and 
all social injustices would be resolved, they 
surely did not intend that generations of Ad-
ventists following them would largely ignore 
the need to fight for the common good now. 
They simply wished not to dilute the evange-

listic imperative of the church. They did not 
intend that we should for so long show so little 
interest in social justice, human trafficking, un-
employment, poverty, debt, housing, environ-
ment, prison reform—any issues which involve 
civic engagement.

It is the law of unintended consequences.
In the year 2017, in the Adventist Church, 

various official actions have been taken by lead-
ers, no doubt sincere in their intentions, to pro-
mote “unity” in the church. Women’s ordination 
has been the presenting issue but, of course, 
underlying this are the foundational issues of 
power, identity, authority, hermeneutics, uni-
ty, belonging, and much more. Those who fear 
that the drive for unity is really a demand for 
uniformity and central control, respond, and 
will continue to respond, by writing, meeting, 
leaving, and the various other forms which 
weeping can take. At present, the outcomes are 
quite impossible to predict. But one thing is cer-
tain. Some of the most important consequences 
of this struggle for the Adventist church, our 
church, our home, will be quite unintended, 
and inevitably rather painful. 

It is the law of unintended consequences.	

Newbold College
I often meet former students from my institu-

tion, Newbold College. They like to reminisce, 
they enjoy their memories. But the things that 
they remember are not always the things I in-
tended they should remember, according to 
the objectives listed in my course outlines. Our 
time together in the classroom produced conse-
quences for their learning, even for their lives, 
which I had neither intended nor anticipated. 
Some good, some not so.

It is the law of unintended consequences.

Unintended Consequences 	
Unintended consequences are unanticipated 

outcomes of deliberate acts. The term “the law 
of unintended consequences” was popularized 
by American sociologist, Robert Merton, in the 
1930s, though the idea can be traced back at 
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least to Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke.
Of “Intention,” Immanuel Kant said that 

moral value can only be established by ref-
erence to the intention of the person acting. 
And many philosophers have wrestled with 
the idea before and after Kant.

It is partly the legacy of Luther that we in-
dividuals have a newly-affirmed freedom to 
make choices and to shoulder responsibilities, 
to be accountable before God and our fellow 
human beings.

This freedom raises some impossibly difficult 
questions. Unintended consequences, it seems, 
are as old as humanity itself.

 The Bible
To understand consequences and intention 

we can go all the way back to Eden itself. In 
Genesis 3, God said to Adam, “eat …and you 

will surely die.” The serpent said to Eve, “eat 
and you will have opened eyes.” Consequences, 
serious consequences. What did Adam intend? 
How should he be judged? How could he give 
any meaning to the word “die”? Was the fall 
an unintended consequence of creation? Was 
Adam’s use of the gift of choice an inevitable 
consequence of his condition? What did God 
intend? How can God not intend anything that 
comes about as a result of the gift of choice?

Religion Teachers
Those of us whose business is “Religious Stud-

ies” face all manner of unfathomable questions 
whose core is right here, about our own agen-
cy and responsibility for our acts, for ourselves, 
and about God’s agency—what kind of God is 
this whom we worship? I know of few more es-
sential questions than these.

But I find so often that in response to such 
questions, in the end I have to say: “I don’t 
know.” If said on occasion, this may be a mark 
of humility in a teacher; if said too often, it may 
be seen as a mark of ignorance and incompe-
tence. We are paid to know.

I sometimes feel at this point that I have hit a 
rational brick wall.	

How to resolve questions about my inten-
tions, God’s intentions, consequences both un-
foreseen and unintended, both in my own biog-
raphy and in salvation history?

A clue comes from an unlikely source. On 
October 31, 2017, the editorial in the left-lean-
ing British newspaper, The Guardian, said,

…one of the things which the Refor-
mation makes clear is that progress 
does not proceed by rational means…
[T]he actions of the reformers and 
their enemies were determined by their 
theological beliefs…about the ultimate 
purpose and goods of human life. They 
demand commitment…We may shrink 
from the dangers of such commitment, 
but we will accomplish very little with-
out its power.

Albrecht Dürer, Adam and Eve
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The Emmaus Road
So, I turn away from any theological manoeuvres at this 

point, to get God or ourselves off the hook. Instead, I go 
for help to a story—the story of the disappointed pair of 
followers of Jesus on the Emmaus road. 

They also had hit a rational brick wall, the brick wall 
of Golgotha every bit as impenetrable as today’s wall in 
Jerusalem. The place of the skull was not the intended 
destination of the disciples’ Galilean and Judean travels. 

The two disconsolate figures were frantically re-run-
ning the deadly scenarios in their heads. They were dev-
astated. Trying to make some sense of it all. It was not 
supposed to end like this. They felt now that they knew 
precisely nothing. “We had hoped that he was the one…
but...” And the question of the stranger Jesus, apparently 
trying to make sense of their sadness, was divinely absurd: 
“What things?” Their response: “are you the only one in 
Jerusalem who does not know…?” They did not intend to 
ask one of the most supremely absurd questions in human 
history. They certainly did not intend to offer the pro-
foundest of insults. 

So, he starts to teach them in such a way that the cold 
corpse of their faith begins to warm. Something stirs. 

And then, bizarrely, when they reach Emmaus He 
makes as if to go on, just as He had once on the Sea of 

Galilee. Absence had become presence and now pres-
ence threatens to become absence once again. What if 
they had allowed Him to walk away from Emmaus? What 
would the consequences of that have been? But no, they 
urge him to stay…stay… which is sometimes the only 
prayer that I can offer. “Please stay!” What an extraordi-
nary moment of freedom conferred by the Christ!

And so, it is in the simplest everyday gesture of wel-
come—the offering of a crust of bread—that they know! 
Know that it is Him. They know that they are loved. 
Loved beyond any shadow of doubt. He cares enough to 
return, to eat.

The Italian master, Caravaggio, depicts the scene in his 
painting The Supper at Emmaus. As Jesus raises His hand in 
blessing, the bowl of fruit on the edge of the table threat-
ens to fall…into the lap of the viewer. It is, for all con-
cerned, the tipping point. There will be consequences.

And then bizarrely, Jesus disappears suddenly. Are they 
loved still as Presence becomes absence once again? But 
it does not matter now because, somehow, they know 
beyond fear of contradiction that they are loved. Now 
they will have to revisit their understanding of coherence, 
of logic, of consequences. They saw Him executed…but 
here He is. They will have to interrogate their reliance on 
conventional rationality. They will have to return to the 

Caravaggio, The Supper at Emmaus
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questions of how they know things to be true 
and what things they know to be true.

Claiming to Know
So, what can we purveyors of knowledge and 

wisdom claim to know? 
I speak for myself. You may identify with 

what I say or not. What can I know in my deep-
est heart? I repeat, I answer the question for my-
self only.

1. I believe that, yes, I can sometimes be held 
accountable for those choices whose conse-
quences I did not anticipate or intend. The 
child’s final appeal to a parent is often, “I did 
not mean to.” It is not enough. My answer 
would feature the expressions “it depends 
on…,” and “might reasonably have been ex-
pected to know…” This matter raises import-
ant and complex questions but this is not the 
right place to address them. Suffice it to say 
that yes, we are responsible for some out-
comes of our deliberate action that we did 
not intend.

2. But I also know this: I cannot allow myself 
to be paralyzed by fear of unintended con-

sequences. I cannot live by fear. Jesus is very 
clear about that. I wish my Church was as 
clear. As the Irish political thinker, Edmund 
Burke, said, “The only thing necessary for the 
triumph of evil is for good men to do noth-
ing.” Doing nothing may also have unintend-
ed consequences and may be a worse option 
than acting. As William James, a famous for-
mer resident of this city, once said:

In all important transactions of life, we 
have to take a leap in the dark…We 
stand on a mountain pass in the midst 
of whirling snow…If we stand still we 
shall be frozen to death. If we take the 
wrong road we shall be dashed to piec-
es… What must we do? “Be strong and 
of good courage.” Act for the best, and 
take what comes…if death ends all, we 
cannot meet death better.

3. I must seek to live always intending the 
good. I must live with spiritual resilience in 
a world where consequences seem increas-
ingly difficult to predict both personally 
and in the wider world. Afterwards, I just 
have to live with the consequences of my 
choices, intended or otherwise. But I must 
intend the good.

4. I must acknowledge that I live in a world 
which shows a certain randomness, where it 
is often not easy to see God’s hand on the 
levers of control. This randomness is another 
side of the mystery of God. I must live, and 
help my students learn to live, with a mea-
sure of uncertainty, and with that twin of 
faith which is called doubt.

5. I must pray that God will be with me. Em-
manuel, God with us. I must pray for God’s 
presence but sometimes have to face His 
apparent absence. Just like Cleopas in the 
Emmaus story. For Jesus sometimes appears 
when you least expect Him and disappears 
when you most need Him. Or so it seems.

6. I must live freely choosing among options and 
readily embracing responsibilities, even those 
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which are brought by consequences which I 
did not intend, and would not have wanted.

Knowing Ourselves Loved by God
7. Most importantly—and here we come to the 

heart of the matter—I, we, have to know deep 
inside ourselves that we are loved by God. 
As did Cleopas. We must allow ourselves to 
be loved by God. It sounds very simple. But 
there may be many barriers to this in our own 
biography. For example, there are damaging 
relationships, relationships which might have 
served as the anteroom of intimacy with God 
but did not. Some of these barriers may be 
painful. It may take a long time. We must be 
friends of time. It is one thing to affirm that 
“God so loved the world…” but it is quite an-
other to say, “I know myself loved by God.”

Yes, I can say all the right words—I have pro-
duced the right verbal formulae myself many 
times. I have sung karaoke carols to a kitsch 
Christ and even maybe meant them in some 
measure. I can affirm the doctrines of salvation, 
justification, sanctification—Luther’s many con-
cerns—but to know myself loved by God, that 
is a different matter. 

As we grow slowly into that interior recogni-
tion that we are indeed loved by God, we will 
then slowly shed burdens of unnecessary guilt, 
of wearying obligation, of debilitating shame 
under which we are prone to suffer. So much 
use of the tyrannical phrase I should have…”! 
Guilt, shame, exaggerated expectations of self 
and others produce many damaging unintend-
ed emotional and relational consequences.

We will manage, with love, the constant, daily 
felt need to justify, explain ourselves, to others, 
to God, to ourselves. We will avoid the need 
to compare ourselves in value with others. Less 
hounded by peer review! Then, maybe, the un-
intended harmful consequences will be fewer.

To know ourselves truly loved by God.
I find it is not easy. I suspect I am not alone even 

among teachers of “religious studies.” Maybe it is 
“the work of a lifetime,” to borrow a phrase.

Jeanette Winterson, a contemporary English 
writer, spoke these words over her father’s cof-
fin: “The things I regret in my life are not errors 
of judgement but failures of feeling.”

Meister Eckhart, a forerunner of Luther, in a 
modern version says, “How can anyone be com-
passionate towards her neighbour who is not 
compassionate towards herself? This is why Je-
sus says: be compassionate! He wants our com-
passion to begin at home. He wants us to be 
compassionate towards our own body and soul.”

The invitation to us passed on by Luther is 
that we should know ourselves deeply loved 
by God, overwhelmed by grace. Not in some 
technical sense to satisfy a system of checks and 
balances. Loved “in the inward parts,” to use the 
psalmist’s phrase. Then, and then alone, will we 
be able to live with the consequences of choic-
es, intended and unintended, of our lives. If we 
do not know ourselves loved by God, we shall 
always feel close to being overwhelmed.

True Reformation
I wonder if Luther had any idea that his simple 

affirmation—that we are saved by grace, justified 
by faith—would be entombed by generations of 
church people who would try to make a thing, a 
system, a concept, a doctrine, out of the love of 
God in Christ Jesus? Any idea that Jesus would 
be entombed a second time by churchmen? Such 
distortion has sometimes been a death-dealing 
and unintended consequence of Luther’s new 
life-giving understanding of faith in God.
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Reformation…“Revival and reformation” is 
a slogan much loved by some in our Church. 
But reformation begins not in the strategic 
planning committee of any large ecclesiastical 
organization but in a monk’s cell, in a small 
provincial town, far from the seat of power, on 
the margins.

Named and Known, Known and Loved
Scholars all, we need to know ourselves loved 

by God. That is our main qualification for 
teaching our students. To hear our own name 
spoken by God in the stillness. 

Name me! Tell me who I am! Tell me why 
I was created! An old rabbinic prayer captures 
it well: “O Master of the universe, let me once 
before I die, hear my own true name on the lips 
of my brothers and sisters.”

Mary recognized Jesus after the resurrection 
when He spoke her name.

“I have called you by your name – you are 
mine” Isaiah 43:1.

We need to have access to ourselves. We 
must give God access to those parts of ourselves 
which we rarely visit.

The simple prayer of the Welsh poet-priest 
captures it precisely: “Eavesdrop my heart.”

I believe I need to submit myself to a dis-
cipline, yes, a regular discipline, of knowing 
myself deeply loved by God. Have I travelled 
across the Atlantic just to say that? Yes, I have. 
Partly because there are many voices—even in 
the Church—telling us that we barely make it 
into the suburbs of God’s affections.

“You desire truth in the inward being; there-
fore teach me wisdom in my secret heart” 
Psalm 51:6.

Or as the two Emmaus followers said: “Stay! 
For our hearts were warmed on the road…”

2017…it’s a year for celebrating, remember-
ing. Perhaps the most important thing for us to 
remember is that we are, I am, loved by God. 
To know ourselves loved by God. 

All the rest is footnote. (And how we love 
our footnotes!)

To know ourselves truly loved by God. I 

wonder what the unintended consequences of 
knowing that would be?

So, I pray that you may recognize the pulse of 
God’s fierce love beating in your hearts…

Now, and in what little remains of 2017, and 
always. Amen. ■

NOTE: It is, in my view, not necessary to 
provide footnotes to a sermon as one would 
with an academic paper. However, some read-
ers may wish to pursue some of the citations I 
have used. The words of Edmund Burke were 
slightly refashioned by Abraham Lincoln. The 
citation from William James is from a lecture he 
gave at Harvard and subsequently widely pub-
lished as “The Will to Believe,” for example in 
J. Hick, ed., Classical and Contemporary Readings in 
the Philosophy of Religion, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1970), 214–231. The words are 
not actually his; he himself is quoting from Fitz-
James Stephen. Ellen White famously said that 
“Sanctification is the work of a lifetime.” Christ’s 
Object Lessons, (Washington DC: Review and 
Herald), 65. Jeanette Winterson’s words come 
from her memoir Why Be Happy When You Can 
Be Normal? (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2011), 
210. The words cited from Meister Eckhart are 
from an unusual collection of his words: Simon 
Parke, Conversations with Meister Eckhart, (Guild-
ford: White Crow Books, 2009). The rabbinic 
prayer is from Rabbi Yehuda of Prague in the 
sixteenth century. The brief prayer of R. S. 
Thomas is from “Requests,” in R. S. Thomas, Se-
lected Poems, (London, UK: Penguin, 2003), 236.

Michael Pearson is Principal Lecturer 

Emeritus at Newbold College of Higher 

Education where he has spent a lifetime—

some of it as Vice-Principal—but most of it 

teaching Ethics, Philosophy, and Spirituality. He is spending 

his retirement writing, teaching, and enjoying being with his 

family, free from the demands of endless committees.

I believe 
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submit 
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yes, a 

regular 

discipline, 

of knowing 
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Adventism’s Hidden Book: A Brief History of the Apocrypha
 | BY MATTHEW J. KORPMAN

discussed | Apocrypha, 2 Esdras, Ellen G. White, Millerites, inspiration, canonical scripture

M
any are undoubtedly aware of the fact 
that the early Christians, during periods 
of persecution, utilized code language 
and symbols to identify themselves to 

another. For example, one Christian might draw part of a 

fish with his foot and, if the other completed the symbol, 

the two knew they were of the same faith. Yet how many 

Seventh-day Adventists are aware that some early Adven-

tists had their own similar secret codes? Moreover, how 

many realize that the way to identify who was Adventist 

in those days was to complete a quotation of scripture, 

one which is no longer included in Adventist Bibles today?

According to an account by J. N. Loughborough, in the 

earliest days of Adventism when he was traveling with a 
certain Elder Cornell, his companion spotted a man and 
exclaimed, “I am going to ask that man the question that 
it says in the Apocrypha of the Old Testament shall be 
asked of the people.”1 The question spoken of was a quo-
tation from the Apocryphal work of 2 Esdras (5:11) and, 
according to Loughborough, the stranger answered back 
with the answer that Esdras says the people should give 
back, confirming that the two were Advent believers. This 
odd story illustrates how well studied and important the 
books of the Apocrypha, a collection of seven works and 
additional material included in the middle of the King 
James Bible, were for early Adventist believers.
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On no less than thirty occasions, Adventists (including 
some such as James White and J. N. Andrews), between 
the years 1845 and 1912, espoused the explicit belief or, 
at the very least, the implication, that the Apocryphal 
book of 2 Esdras was inspired scripture (to say nothing 
of the other works included in that collection). Adventist 
missionaries such as D. T. Bordeau, who traveled through 
Italy, saw the outbreaks of diseases overseas as fulfillments 
of Esdras prophesies and saw those prophesies in Esdras as 
being linked with Ellen White’s own testimonies for the 
Adventist faith.2 Study Bibles that contained the Apocry-
pha were given to Adventists at camp meetings. Adventist 
pioneers such as J. H. Waggoner would expound on the 
prophetic interpretation of the visions contained within 2 
Esdras in the pages of early Adventist periodicals.

However, by the beginning of the 1920s, almost all 
memory of this issue had disappeared from Adventist rec-
ollection and a new alliance with the rising forms of Fun-
damentalism and Evangelicalism buried whatever might 
have risen again. One might think that exploring what 
constitutes canonical scripture for Adventism would have 
received more attention, but it has been written about by 
only two Adventist scholars. In the 1980s, Ronald Gray-
bill awas the first scholar to publish a historical review of 
Adventism and its relation to the Apocryphal writings.3 In 
2002, Dennis Fortin wrote about Ellen White’s use of the 
Apocrypha for the Adventist Review.4

With the recent digitization of the denomination’s pe-
riodicals,5 national newspapers, 
and popular nineteenth-century 
publications, one can now more 
easily explore the development 
and disappearance of the Apoc-
rypha within the Millerite and 
Adventist movements. This arti-
cle will expand on the work done 
by Graybill. 

1842–1849: The Millerite 
Push

The history of Adventism’s 
relationship with the Apocry-
phal writings began long before 
any denomination formed with 
that name, beginning in its early 
Millerite roots. The first promul-

gation of the Apocrypha appears to have begun in 1842 
when Thomas F. Barry, a Millerite lecturer in New Hamp-
shire, promoted the idea that the work of 2 Esdras6 con-
tained a prophecy in its eleventh and twelfth chapters 
which confirmed William Miller’s arguments for the soon 
return of Christ in the coming year. In that ancient Jewish 
prophecy, alleged to have been written by the biblical 
Ezra,7 Barry argued that America’s final presidents were 
predicted in the imagery of the vision’s giant eagle rising 
out of the sea. 

He shared his views with other Millerites, garnering 
attention from certain newspapers which took to mock-
ing the strange idea. “The force of folly can no further 
go,” wrote one, noting with disdain that “the Millerites 
are every day finding out some new mystery.”8 Barry is 
known to have continued to spread his ideas well into 
1843.9 Yet, while Barry’s interpretation did not immedi-
ately galvanize all of the Millerites, some ministers took 
note. One newspaper, previously unknown to Adventist 
historians, reports that some Millerite preachers began to 
spread Barry’s basic premise alongside William Miller’s ar-
guments and charts, proposing that although “the books 
of Esdras were called apocryphal… they were just as good 
as any other book in the whole Bible.”10

Two of these ministers, E. R. Pinney and O. R. Fassett, 
saw the work as authentically inspired scripture and 
presented on the subject in the faith-defining year of 
1844, in New York, to a good reception from their fellow 

Headpiece to 2 Esdras from the 
Bowyer Bible, featuring an eagle 

with three heads rising out 
of the sea and empowered to 

‘reign upon earth’ 
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Millerites. One of those most impressed was 
Joseph Marsh, the editor of the local Millerite 
paper, The Voice of Truth, which published their 
views for a larger audience. The response to 
the articles revealed that many Millerites were 
open to accepting more books as inspired 
scripture, even if not everyone agreed upon 
the interpretation proposed by Barry and the 
others.

Most notably, Millerite prophets, such as 
William Foy, arose around this time, claiming 
visions from God. It is remarkable that so much 
of the content of Foy’s first two visions, as re-
corded in his published pamphlet, seems to be 
derived from the Apocryphal work of 2 Esdras 
(though not with credit). Foy not only utilized 
2 Esdras as a resource but described the same 
vision that the pseudepigraphic work had. In so 
doing, he implicitly confirmed its inspiration.11  

After the Great Disappointment passed and 
Pinney and Fassett’s interpretation failed to 
come true in April of 1845, rather than giv-
ing up on the inspiration of the work, other 

Millerites proposed new inter-
pretations, such as D. B. Gibbs, 
who proposed that the prophecy 
spoke of America’s founding, not 
its final end. It is important to 
note that throughout this chaotic 
time period (and before), a young 
Ellen Harmon was aware of all of 
these developments. Not only 
had she been personally exposed 
to Foy’s depictions of 2 Esdras’ 
visions (and later cherished his 
written volume of them), but she 
too would come to have a similar 
vision, echoing the same chapter 
in Esdras. Published in The Day-
Star, her first vision, like Foy’s, 
though not explicitly mentioning 
the Apocryphal work, neverthe-
less provided it with validity by 
seemingly confirming its authen-
ticity through vision.

When re-published in a pam-
phlet by James White, titled A Word to the Little 
Flock, “scriptural” footnotes were provided for 
her vision in which six of the eight or so ref-
erences to 2 Esdras were noted, along with a 
quotation she had used from a different Apoc-
ryphal work, the Wisdom of Solomon. By this 
time, the Millerite remnant seems to have be-
come increasingly more open to the idea of a 
larger understanding of the canon. For example, 
in the same pamphlet that reprints the visions, 
articles by James White and Joseph Bates each 
utilize the Apocryphal works as equal to oth-
er canonical scripture. Bates, like others, had 
been an avid reader of the Voice of Truth publi-
cation and had most certainly read Pinney and 
Fassett’s argument for the validity of 2 Esdras. 
He was a vocal proponent of its inspiration. In 
1849, for example, he specifically affirmed that 
2 Esdras has “very important truths for those 
that keep God’s laws and commandments.” He 
remarked that the work would “probably ben-
efit no others.”12 

By the end of 1849, early Adventists were 

Tailpiece to 2 
Esdras from 
the Bowyer 

Bible. A dove is 
represented as 
descending in 
glory above  a 

sheep bound for 
sacrifice.
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9/ coming closer to embracing a new 
and enlarged canon that accepted 
all of the works within the binding 
of their Bibles. A report by several 
believers in Maine recorded that 
the newly married Ellen White 
had supernaturally perceived that 
their family Bible was missing 
the Apocrypha, prompting the 
visionary young woman to launch 
into an extended discussion about 
the subject (the details of which 
were unfortunately not recorded). 
Similarly, a previously unreleased 
vision of Mrs. White’s was finally 
made public in 2014, unsurprisingly 
without much publicity.13 In 
the transcript recorded by eye-
witnesses and friends, Mrs. White 
was described as carrying a Bible in 
her hand, declaring that all of the 
Apocryphal writings, and not merely one or 
a select few, were “thy word” or “the Word of 
God.” She likewise states that recent attempts 
in her day to remove from the Bible the “hidden 
book,” which she called a “remnant,” were by 
people “led captive by Satan.”14 She implored 
the early Adventists around her, with regard to 
the Apocrypha, to “bind it to the heart” and “let 
not its pages be closed,” begging them to “read 
it carefully.”

1850–1879: Growing Popularity
At the beginning of 1850, Mrs. White made 

the effort to write down her views from the pre-
vious vision, noting that, “I saw that the Apoc-
rypha was the hidden book, and that the wise 
of these last days should understand it.”15 As the 
first Sabbatarian Adventist publications began 
to be disseminated, scriptural citations of Apoc-
ryphal works began to occur within their pag-
es.16 Yet, after such an auspicious start, much of 
the decade saw little further public discussion 
until a fascinating editorial was published in the 
pages of the Review and Herald in 1858. In that 
paper, the editors, including James White and 

Uriah Smith, publicly endorsed the Apocry-
pha as “containing much light and instruction.” 
It promoted, in order, the works of 2 Esdras, 
Wisdom of Solomon, and 1 Maccabees as being 
the three most valuable works for Adventists to 
study. Though noting which church councils 
had canonized the works, the editors noted that 
“the question of the inspiration of these books 
[as a whole] … we have never made a subject of 
particular study, and are not therefore prepared 
to discuss.”17

The 1860s saw a significant growth in the pop-
ularity of the Apocryphal writings. The Review, 
in the wake of the Civil War, published an arti-
cle in which it was noted that “many interpret a 
passage” from 2 Esdras as having the weight of 
inspiration for a Bible study of the end times.18 
In November of 1863, Joseph Clarke admon-
ished Adventists, telling them “let us go back 
to the testimony of Esdras, who wrote centuries 
previous to the Christian era…”19 Other articles 
likewise affirmed the authenticity of differing 
Apocryphal works.20 

Most noteworthy among these was an arti-
cle published by J. H. Waggoner, in which he 

Bowyer Bible headpiece 
to 1 Esdras
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argued at length re-
garding the interpre-
tation of the famous 
vision in 2 Esdras 11.21 
Some apparently had 
come to understand 
the Eagle as a symbol 
of the United States, 
and its two heads the 
North and the South. 
Waggoner instead ar-
gued that the Eagle 
was Rome, “especially 
Papal Rome.” He con-
cluded that “a correct 
understanding of this 
matter is most import-
ant at this time, as the 
view above referred to 
serves to sustain an-
other error, namely, that the dissolution of the 
Union will be the development of the horns of 
the two-horned beast.” For Waggoner, the in-
spiration of the book was not in question; his 
only concern was whether Adventists interpret-
ed it correctly.

In 1869, Adventism’s relationship with the 
Apocrypha reached a new level when James 
White wrote in the February edition of the Re-
view that “The Association will probably issue an 
edition of the Apocrypha with references soon, 
which, well bound, can be sold for about seven-
ty-five cents a copy.”22 Nearly twenty years after 
Ellen White’s vision about the Apocrypha, her 
husband announced to the newly founded Sev-
enth-day Adventist Church that there would be 
an official publication of the Apocryphal books 
by Adventists for Adventists. The motivation 
behind this decision was no doubt the fact that 
the new Bibles being printed since 1826 were 
increasingly lacking the inclusion of the Apoc-
rypha, making it harder for Adventist families 
to procure a copy. The Apocrypha, as James 
envisioned, would become a new Adventist col-
porteuring specialty.

James White’s dreams would soon meet sig-

nificant obstacles. The next month, in March 
of that same year, he wrote a sharp rebuke to 
certain subscribers of the Review whom he called 
“Delinquents,” because they had not been pay-
ing their subscription “in advance” and were 
sometimes up to two to three years behind. He 
warned these readers that God would call them 
“to answer respecting it.” As to why the money 
was so needed, White clarified that it was not 
only for the upkeep of the paper itself, but that 
“ten thousand dollars are wanted to publish a 
new hymn book, the second edition of [Ellen 
White’s] Spiritual Gifts, [and] an edition of the 
Apocrypha…” If there was any question as to 
how much James White valued the project of 
the Adventist edition of the Apocrypha, one 
need only notice that he ranked it right beside 
one of his wife’s prophetic writings as a pub-
lishing project. He noted with a warning that if 
the “delinquents” did not pay up, “this work [the 
project] must be crippled.” It is unclear current-
ly whether the publication was ever published 
and as such, may well have been crippled as 
James feared.23 

Finally, near the close of the decade, D. M. 
Canright wrote an article in which he implied 

Bowyer Bible tailpiece 
to 1 Esdras
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that “although the books of the Apocrypha 
are not commonly regarded as being inspired,” 
some thought they were.24 Canright himself 
appears to have struggled over the issue of the 
Apocrypha, apparently accepting the possibili-
ty that 2 Esdras was inspired, but later writing 
articles urging Adventists to reject the rest. 
Such views however do not appear to have 
been widely shared amongst Adventists at this 
time. Evidence of this can be seen in May of 
1871, when J. N. Andrews wrote a short homily 
on Tobit 4:8–9, extoling its positive messages 
about charity.25 

As noted earlier, in August of that same year, 
D. M. Canright wrote an article for the Review 
in which he drew attention to 2 Esdras, specif-
ically its second chapter, writing that “it seems 
to me to give good evidence of its inspiration.”26 
Again and again, one finds early Seventh-day 
Adventists keeping an open mind about the 
Apocrypha, if not affirming outright that parts 
of it such as 2 Esdras were inspired. This spir-
it of open-mindedness also coincides with El-
len White’s public announcement that she was 
reading the Apocryphal works of the New Tes-
tament, including, but apparently not limited 
to, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.27

1880–1899: Growing Dissension
The decade of the 1880s saw continued pop-

ularity, but likewise growing public dissension 
on the subject of the inspiration of these Apoc-
ryphal books. Illustrating the continuing inter-
est, individuals such as J. N. Loughborough re-
ported that “many persons asked me to obtain 
for them a pocket edition of the Apocrypha” 
and he proudly reports that he found “a fine 
one from London” which he offered for $1.00 
each to whatever Adventist wanted one.28 Like-
wise, in September of 1881, the Signs of the Times 
announced a series of new family Bibles to be 
supplied at that upcoming Adventist camp 
meeting, which, it advertised, would include 
the Apocryphal books and “other helps, spe-
cially selected by W. C. White.”29 One finds 
that at the highest levels of Seventh-day Ad-
ventist leadership there is no sense of hesita-
tion in the purposeful promotion of the Apoc-
rypha amongst fellow Adventists.

Many Adventists continued to espouse its 
inspiration. D. T. Bordeau, for example, who, 
while serving as a missionary in Italy, remarked 
in the Review that the prophecies of 2 Esdras 
were coming to pass. Another writer observed 
that the Wisdom of Solomon was “evidence 

that the… testimony of the 
Apocrypha is true.”30 Other 
Adventists, likewise, argued 
that the additional chapters 
of Daniel included in the 
collection of the Apocrypha 
were “also quite in harmony” 
with the rest of the canoni-
cal work.31 

Yet, not all Adventists were 
as certain in this regard. An 
article in the Review appeared 
in 1881, entitled “Why We 
Reject the Apocrypha,”32 and 
likewise, later in 1887, G. W. 
Morse answered the ques-
tion of the Apocrypha’s in-
spiration with a terse “No.”33 
That November, the Bible 
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Echo and Signs of the Times republished an article 
from the London Spectator in which the author 
remarks (with exuberance): “… we cannot but 
admit that for ordinary readers, amidst the hur-
ry and pressure of the modern conditions of 
life, the Bible placed in their hands for familiar 
use is well rid of the encumbering element of 
the Apocrypha.”34 Though this dissension was 
clearly small, it was vocal and growing.

The 1890s saw a steady onslaught of hostil-
ity from a new wave of Adventists who want-
ed a divorce from their old Apocryphal heri-
tage. Articles began appearing that picked up 
and repeated the common Protestant attacks 
against these works, such as an article that rid-
iculed books like 2 Maccabees for potentially 
teaching anti-Protestant ideas. Another writ-
er, R. S. Weber, wrote a concentrated attack 
on the books, noting that “it is often asked if 
these books are inspired” and replying that “I 
answer, No; they are no part of the word of 
God.” He later went on to relate their teach-
ings as similar to the “papists.”35

1900–1909: The Return of the Apocrypha
When Ronald Graybill originally wrote his 

groundbreaking article on this subject, he pro-
posed that due to the evidence of the proceed-
ing two decades, the Apocrypha had breathed 
its last by about 1888. While it is easy to see 
how that may have seemed correct, the truth 
is that Adventist opinion shifted like a wave. 
No sooner did it appear that these books were 
gone, than some Adventists began to pro-
mote them once more. A notable example of 
this phenomenon is the presence of a “Word 
Square” game which required knowledge of 1 
Esdras to successfully complete.36 One can find 
in the pages of The Youth Instructor, published in 
October of 1901, a quotation from the book of 
2 Esdras in a discussion of the creation week. 
This however, unlike many other similar in-
stances, is followed by the brief statement: “As 
to the inspiration of the foregoing we of course 
cannot say.”37 Other Adventists however were 
less roundabout in their belief in its inspiration.

In the December 1904 edition of the Bible 
Training School, following a quotation from John 
Calvin, the writers state that, “The testimony 
of the Biblical writers is equally conclusive.” 
This is immediately followed by quotations 
from 2 Maccabees, 2 Esdras, Psalms, and He-
brews. The word Apocrypha is not once men-
tioned, and no distinction is made between 
the books.38 Likewise, in 1904, the editors of 
the Signs of the Times replied to a reader’s ques-
tion regarding where he could buy an edition 
of the Apocrypha by informing him that they 
themselves would be pleased to supply him 
with one.39

This renewed revival of the Apocrypha per-
sisted further. In 1906, in the “Question Cor-
ner” of the April 18 edition of the Signs of the 
Times, in response to a question regarding the 
books, the anonymous writer notes that “2 Es-
dras by some is considered to be an inspired 
book.”40 Another Adventist, a certain J. M. P., 
wrote the Signs of the Times asking if they could 
“tell me why the Books of Esdras were rejected 
from the Canon?” He notes that “there seems 
to be a remarkable prophecy concerning the 
latter days in Second Esdras.” Rather than dis-
miss the books as spurious or fictitious, the 
anonymous editor replies that “some scholars 
have counted them both canonical” and fur-
ther adds that “there are those who believe it 
(2 Esdras) to be predictions of the last days.”41 
This same thinking appeared the next year in 
another edition of the Signs, when the editors 
again respond to a question by a reader, in part 
replying: “some of them contain most excel-
lent moral reading,” and adding that “one or 
two of them may be inspired books, but are 
not so considered generally.”42 This attitude 
toward the Apocrypha can also be evidenced 
by its general use as if it were scripture.

1910–1919: The Final Death of 
the Apocrypha

In June of 1910, the editors of the Signs of 
the Times answered a question regarding the 
inspiration of the Apocrypha, stating that 
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“it is possible, of course, that 
some parts of The Apocrypha 
may be true Scripture, but The 
Apocrypha as a whole is not 
considered and does not seem to 
be written as inspired Scripture, 
but as useful exhortations to God’s 
children.”43 In direct contrast to 
the previous statement however, 
only another month later, the 
editors of the same publication 
once again answered a similar 
question, writing that “there is 
good reason to reject them.”44 
This same negative sentiment was 
repeated by the same publication 
in the following year, but with a 
notable difference. 

In the September 1911 issue of 
the Signs, the editors received a 
question from an Adventist who 
complained that he couldn’t find 
“the book of Esdras” in his Bible. 
It appears that he was referencing an Adventist 
pamphlet that had quoted 2 Esdras. The editors 
replied that “all Protestants have held them as 
books which are uncanonical, altho some [Ad-
ventists] have believed that 2 Esdras was of 
greater authority than the First…”45 He admits, 
in essence, that Adventists have and continue to 
accept 2 Esdras in spite of his personal contempt 
of the works. Later, in 1913, the editors of the 
Signs would respond to a similar question, this 
time answering that “Some have thought that 2 
Esdras was inspired.”46

Various writers at this time continued to 
quote passages from the Apocrypha as if they 
were either scripture or authoritative. It is of 
great interest that at the close of 1914, a re-
vival of sorts was attempted for 2 Esdras. A 
new Adventist interpretation (the sixth known 
to exist) saw the famous vision of the eagle as 
depicting England and Germany’s conflict as 
the beginning of World War I commenced.47 
There does not seem, however, to be any ev-
idence that this “revival” of the prophecy suc-

ceeded in gaining traction.
After the death of Ellen White in 1915, refer-

ence to 2 Esdras within Adventist publications 
seem to have died as well. The Apocrypha was 
consistently viewed with contempt and any 
questions sent to publications asking about it 
were almost always met with a range of dispar-
aging views. It is worth noting, however, that 
there were anomalies amongst Adventist liter-
ature even during this time. Perhaps the most 
curious of these was printed in September of 
1918 in the Christian Educator. While outlining 
her suggestions for Bible classes, one teacher 
recommended that Adventist instructors of a 
sixth-grade classroom “secure a copy of the 
Apocrypha and read part of it to the class.”48 
Aside from this, though, it would mark the last 
suggestion of its kind before the word Apocry-
pha and all that it meant was mostly swept into 
obscurity for new generations.

Conclusion
While more could be said about this transition 
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(especially during the 1920s) and the tendency 
of official church spokesmen later to deny any 
historical connection between the Apocrypha 
and Adventism, this article illustrates the 
following point: early Adventism cannot truly 
be properly understood or assessed unless the 
Apocrypha is given its proper due as a source 
of thought and scriptural authority for some 
within it. The recent release of Ellen White’s 
previously unknown visionary endorsement 
of the Apocryphal works underscores their 
importance both for historical research, as well 
as current theological thought. This article has 
not explored how the Apocrypha shaped early 
Adventist theology (though there is certainly 
evidence that it did), but it has simply sought 
to demonstrate that the Apocryphal books 
most certainly were in a position to do so in a 
significant way, rivaled perhaps only by Ellen 
White herself. More study is clearly needed 
with regard to this area of Adventist history 
and it is my hope that our church’s scholars, and 
others, will neglect it no longer. ■
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“It Was Not Taught Me by Man”| BY DONALD E. CASEBOLT

discussed | 2 Esdras, Apocrypha, pseudepigrapha, Ellen G. White, apocalyptic literature 

I
n the Harmon family’s 1822 version of the King 
James Bible, teenage Ellen Harmon read the 
pseudepigraphal1 book of 2 Esdras. It was a book 
of special significance to the early Millerites, be-

cause it contained prophecies about the end of the world. 

It was suffused with the question of Daniel 8:14—“How 

Long” is the “little horn” going to be allowed to desecrate 

the Sanctuary and host? When is the hour of judgment? 

For example, in vision three, (2 Esdras 8:63), one reads, 

“Question nine: Despite signs already given, what will be 

the time of judgment?”2

Multiple verses from 2 Esdras color Ellen Harmon’s de-

scriptions of heaven in her first vision in 1844, and her 

Sabbath vision. In 1847, the newly married James White, 

having read the same pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal 

books, and familiar with Ellen Harmon’s reading and 

writing habits, annotated seventy-seven “scripture” refer-

ences when he republished these two visions.3 From this 

we learn that Ellen Harmon’s incorporation of outside 

historical and theological material did not begin late in 

her career with Protestant historians, as one might gath-

er from reading revisionist Seventh-day Adventist histo-

rians such as Donald McAdams,4 William Peterson, and 

Walter Rae.5 Ellen Harmon’s incorporation of material 

she claimed was “not taught me by man” began with her 

first vision in December 1844, continued throughout her 

career,6 and exploded in her expansive use of Protestant 

historians and theologians in her Desire of Ages and Great 
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Controversy works.7 Why and how could this be?
Not long after the publication of her visions 

by James in May of 1847, Ellen wrote to Joseph 
Bates, and concluded her explanations about 
her Midnight Cry vision of December 1844 and 
the Bridegroom vision of February 1845, saying, 
“I know the light I received came from God, it 
was not taught me by man. I knew not how to 
write so that others could read it till God gave 
me my visions.”8

James White, in his May 30, 1847, A Word to 
the “Little Flock,” like Ellen White, had been ada-
mant that the information from Ellen White’s 
visions was not via “previous teaching or study,” 
i.e., merely mortal; it came without human 
mediation directly from God. He felt certain 
that she did not “‘obtain the sentiments’ of 
her visions ‘from previous teaching or study.’”9 
Yet Joseph Bates, even after seeing Ellen Harmon in 
a visionary trance several times, in which supernatural, 

miraculous phenomena were displayed, remained con-
vinced that the factual content of her visions 
was determined by “themes in which she is most 
deeply interested,” from which she obtained 
“sentiments [which], in the main, are obtained 
from previous teaching, or study.” Here James is 
quoting from Joseph Bates’ original evaluation 
of Ellen Harmon:

I cannot endorse sister Ellen’s visions as 
being of divine inspiration, as you [James 
White] and she think them to be; yet I 
do not suspect the least shade of dishon-
esty in either of you in this matter. . . . 
I admit the possibility of my being mis-
taken. I think that what she and you regard as 
visions from the Lord, are only religious reveries, 
in which her imagination runs without control 
upon themes in which she is most deeply interest-
ed. While so absorbed in these reveries, she is lost 
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to every thing around her. . . . Religion is her 
theme, and her reveries are religious. In 
either case, the sentiments, in the main, are 
obtained from previous teaching, or study. I do 
not by any means think her visions are 
like some from the devil.10

Despite Ellen Harmon’s self-perception, Jo-
seph Bates’ contrary view of her was correct. In 
her first vision, she paraphrased from 2 Esdras, 
to describe the heavenly geography that she 
“saw.” Second Esdras had been in the Vulgate 
Bible, the Latin translation of the Bible by Saint 
Jerome, for hundreds of years, when the trans-
lators of the King James Bible translated it. An 
English version of 2 Esdras (sometimes entitled 
4 Esdras in the Vulgate) was included in the 
1611 KJV. This practice lasted for over two 
hundred years, including its inclusion in the 
1822 version of Ellen Harmon’s family Bible. 

Neither James White, Ellen Harmon, nor 
many other ex-Millerites made a rigorous dis-
tinction between canonical books, pseudepi-
graphal books, and Apocryphal books. In fact, 
just as they concluded that Daniel and Reve-
lation contained predictions concerning 508; 
538; 1798; August 11, 1840;11 1843; October 
22, 1844; the Papacy; and the USA, Adventist 
enthusiasts of 2 Esdras used it to predict spe-
cific American political events, with much the 
same success.12 Over the years there has been 
some confusion in the nomenclature of these 
three genres of books. Thus, for purposes of 

this essay, Old Testament canonical books are 
defined as those currently accepted in the Old 
Testament (OT) Protestant Bible; the Apoc-
ryphal books are defined as deuterocanonical 
books accepted in the OT Catholic Bible (in 
addition to those in the Protestant OT); the 
pseudepigraphal books are defined as those 
which are in the canons of other Christian 
churches but not in either the Protestant or 
Catholic canons. The main pseudepigraphal 
book that we will be referring to is 2 Esdras, 
which had been in many Vulgate manuscripts 
of the Bible, but was ruled non-biblical after 
the Council of Trent by Pope Clement VIII in 
the sixteenth century. 

Ellen Harmon was a voracious reader of her 
family’s KJV and eager to prove that her 1844 
vision was biblically supported. Her audience 
requested evidence that what she “saw” was 
consistent with the Bible. Originally, she 
preached about her vision orally. But she was 
keen for the wider dissemination and publicity 
that publication would provide. Thus, shortly 
after their marriage in August of 1846, when 
Ellen White tasked James White with re-issuing 
her visions, he explained, “By the request of 
friends, it [her first vision] is republished in 
this little work, with scripture references, for 
the benefit of the little flock.”13 His operational 
definition of “scripture” included both 
Apocryphal and pseudepigraphal writings. 
James merely observed and documented Ellen 
Harmon’s pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal 
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sources. Thus, he provided seventy-seven cross-
references, approximately ten percent of which were 
from pseudepigraphal or apocryphal writings.14 Ronald 
Graybill located a seventy-eighth instance that James 
White missed.15 James White’s guileless inclusion of these 
writings might have been unsophisticated, but it simply 
did not occur to him [or Ellen] to differentiate. They 
shared this common definition of “scripture” in dialogue 
with her readers. Her reading of the “scripture” included 
2 Esdras, Wisdom of Solomon, and multiple other 
uninspired, non-canonical books printed in the Harmon 
family Bible.16 Just as Ellen Harmon had studied and been 
suffused with the “sentiments” of Matthew, Ezekiel, John, 
Isaiah, Luke, and Revelation, she had studied and been 
submersed in the apocalyptic “sentiments” of 2 Esdras. 
One only needs to compare Ellen White’s “scripture”-
jammed first vision with the writings of S.S. Snow, Joshua 
Himes, and Eli Jacobs,17 to see how much it had become 
normative practice to make a Second Coming argument 
largely consisting of uninterrupted column-inches of 
scriptural quotations and citations. 

In 2002, Denis Fortin wrote a scholarly analysis of El-
len White’s use of 2 Esdras and the Wisdom of Solomon 
for the Adventist Review.18 He analyzed the seven “scripture” 
references documented by James White and concluded 
that there are “clear similarities in wording in three cases; 
the other four references are more elusive.”19 

Let us examine one case of the four which Fortin charac-
terized as demonstrating “clear similarities in wording.”20 

Thus, Ellen is seeing in her vision a unique combination 
of three items she’d previously read in 2 Esdras: (seven 
mountains; roses and lilies; and little ones/children). She 
combines these three themes in a tender evocation of lit-
tle children plucking the roses and lilies. In addition, she 
adds elements from William Foy’s vision to 2 Esdras. Foy 
saw “an innumerable multitude,” of little beings, the “size of 
children ten years of age”;21 while Ellen Harmon as well 
saw “an innumerable company of little ones” who may “use 
their little wings and fly to the top of the mountains, and 
pluck the never fading flowers.”22 

The seven mountains that Esdras and Ellen Harmon 
saw occurred in other apocalyptic literature. Enoch23 was 
the pseudepigraphal author whom Ellen Harmon report-
ed seeing on another planet. Ostensibly, Enoch also saw 
seven mountains in his visions of the heavens. In 1 Enoch 
18:6–10, Enoch sees seven mountains made of specific 
precious stones: “But the middle one [of which] reached 
up to heaven, like the throne of God, of alabaster, and 
the summit of the throne of sapphire.” Another element 
that Ellen Harmon’s first vision, 2 Esdras, and 1 Enoch all 
have in common is that, in the immediate context of these 
seven mountains, all three seers describe various types of 
lovely trees near the seven mountains, as well as the Tree 
of Life. Second Esdras 2:18–19 states, “I have sanctified 
and prepared for you twelve trees loaded with different 
fruits.”24 In 1 Enoch 24:1–225 (below) there is another ex-
ample of the significance of the “midst” with reference to 
the seven mountains. The throne of God or the Temple 
of God, the Shekinah presence, is in Enoch and in Har-
mon located in “the midst of seven mountains.” 

1. I went from thence to another place, and saw a 
mountain of fire flashing both by day and night. I 
proceeded towards it; and perceived seven splen-
did mountains, which were all different from 
each other.
2. Their stones were brilliant and beautiful; 
all were brilliant and splendid to behold; and 
beautiful was their surface. Three mountains 
were towards the east, and strengthened by being 
placed one upon another; and three were towards 
the south, strengthened in a similar manner. 
There were likewise deep valleys, which did not 
approach each other. And the seventh mountain 
was in the midst of them. In length they all 

Ellen Harmon’s First Vision 2 Esdras 2:19

About the 
Temple were “seven 
other mountains; on 
which grew roses and 
lilies, and I saw the 
little ones climb, or 
if they chose, use 
their little wings 
and fly to the top 
of the mountains, and 
pluck the never 
fading flowers.”

“Fountains 
flowing with 
milk and honey, 
and seven mighty 
mountains, 
whereupon there 
grow roses and lilies, 
whereby I will fill 
thy children with 
joy.
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resembled the seat of a throne, and odoriferous trees 
surrounded them [emphasis added].

The fact that Ellen Harmon first immersed herself in 
pseudepigraphal writings, and then incorporated them 
into a description of what she saw in heaven, is illustrative 
of the naïve conception which most people have of “the 
Bible.” When people hear the expression, “the Bible says,” 
they naturally have their own Bible in mind. Therefore, 
it comes as a surprise that there presently exist at least 
ten contradictory definitions of “the Bible.” And this does 
not count numerous other historical definitions in multi-
ple geographic areas of the world. For the Old Testament 
(OT) alone, the accessible and convenient Wikipedia 
article on the Canon has a spread-sheet comparison of 
ten different versions of the OT.26  Given this welter of 
witnesses, how does one determine which is the “real” or 
“genuine” version of the Bible? 

In practice, as just illustrated by the case of Ellen Har-
mon, an individual’s determination as to which of these 
ten contradictory versions of the OT is genuine is mainly 
an accident of geography, birth, tradition, and what one’s 
parents believed. In short, the individual virtually never 
makes a conscious, informed determination as to what he 

believes is authentic, divinely inspired, canonical scrip-
ture. He absorbs it unconsciously from his sociological 
community. This was why Ellen Harmon, James White, 
and many other shut-door Adventists presumed that cer-
tain pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal books contained 
authoritative, divine revelation.

As Fortin states, James White had “a high view of the 
reliability of this book” [2 Esdras]; indeed, he equated 
its author with Ezekiel and John the Revelator.27 White 
says, for example, speaking of God’s apocalyptic wrath, 
that “Ezekiel saw it in the men with ‘slaughter-weapons,’. 
. . John saw it in the ‘seven last plagues’; while Esdras saw 
it in the famine, pestilence, and the sword.” Thus, James 
White believed equally in the inspiration and historicity of 
Ezekiel, John, and Esdras. “The Bible [James’ term, emphasis 
added] contains many descriptions of this soon expected 
day of wrath.”28 Exactly. Like James White believed that 
Ellen Harmon saw heavenly visions, he believed Esdras 
saw events of the last days as did Ellen! And “the wise” 
should pay heed.

Both Ellen Harmon, Joseph Bates, and many other pro-
to-Adventists shared James White’s evaluation of 2 Es-
dras. Joseph Bates, the “real Founder” of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church,29 was merely the most influential. He 
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quoted it in several of his writings. In 1849, he asserted 
that 2 Esdras contained “very important truths for those 
that keep God’s law and commandments, they will prob-
ably benefit no other.” He then quoted 2 Esdras 8:37–38, 
where the visionary is supposedly instructed by God to 
“write all these things that thou hast seen in a book, and 
hide them; And teach them to the wise of the people.”30 

Ellen White echoed Bates in a vision she had on Janu-
ary 26, 1850, while visiting in Oswego, New York. In it 
she says,

I then saw the Word of God, pure and unadulter-
ated, and that we must answer for the way we re-
ceived the truth proclaimed from that Word. I saw 
that it had been a hammer to break the flinty heart 
in pieces, and a fire to consume the dross and tin, 
that the heart might be pure and holy. I saw that 
the Apocrypha was the hidden book, and that the 
wise of these last days should understand it.31 

It is evident that Ellen White considered the book of 2 
Esdras a source of important information for “the wise” of 
“these last days.” Thus, she refers to it at least six times in 
her first vision. It is ironic that, decades later, A. Graham 
Maxwell, a famous Adventist theologian, asserted that 
pseudepigraphal books were “obviously inferior [emphasis 
added] and unworthy of a place among the writings of the 
great Hebrew prophets.” He imputes to the term “hidden” 
a pejorative meaning which he says means that the per-
sons applying this label intended it as a “disparaging term 
implying that they [pseudepigraphal writings] deserved to 
be withdrawn from circulation as spurious or heretical.”32 

Clearly, Ellen White, James White, Joseph Bates, and the 
intended audience for James White’s A Word to the ‘Little Flock,’ 
emphatically did not believe that 2 Esdras was “obviously 
inferior,” “spurious or heretical.” To the contrary, pseude-
pigraphal and Apocryphal writings were often considered 
more prestigious, filled with esoteric significance that 
only the “wise virgins” of 1844 could understand. Thus, 
Ellen Harmon’s amalgamation of 2 Esdras into her “I saw” 
material is a fitting introduction into the Canon Debate.33 

In addition to parallels between 2 Esdras and Ellen 
Harmon’s December 1844 vision illustrated above, there 
are similarities between a William Foy vision and Ellen 
Harmon’s December 1844 vision that are acknowledged by 
White Estate officials.34 Furthermore, this close paraphrase 
is surrounded with many other more diffuse similarities.35 
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This demonstrates that Ellen Harmon’s 
assimilation of ancient pseudepigraphal and 
Apocryphal material into her “I saw” visions is 
not unique. Foy’s vision shares with 2 Esdras 
and the Wisdom of Solomon a special status in 
a peculiar genre of material from which Ellen 
White derived her views and information. Ellen 
White conferred upon 2 Esdras, the Apocrypha 
in general, and William Foy in particular, 
genuine prophetic status. The White Estate 
has recently rehabilitated Foy and elevated him 
to the status of a genuine, “unknown” prophet 
who never forsook his prophetic calling, as had 
been asserted for over a century.36 Given that 
he predated Ellen Harmon, that she states she 
frequently went in a sleigh to hear him, that 
she had in her possession his published vision 
and believed that he had been given a divine 
message which she inherited, the most likely 
explanation for the parallel below is that Ellen 
Harmon was dependent on Foy, in addition to 
2 Esdras and Wisdom of Solomon.

Ellen White also incorporated other material 
that she had been taught in her first visions: mul-
tiple and distinctive Millerite doctrines, such 

as the 1,260 day/year persecution of the “pure” 
church; the historical account of how the Papa-
cy transformed Sabbath to Sunday; and the Pa-
pacy’s persecution of Sabbath keepers who had 
purportedly always existed. It is understandable 
why Joseph Bates described the visions as rev-
eries. But she was insistent that what she wrote 
came from God. The visions were so dramat-
ic to her. She was seeing heaven and all these 
things. But she struggled with how to write it. 
Could they both be right? ■

In the late 1970’s, while he was a doctoral 

student at the University of Chicago, 

Donald  E. Casebolt wrote two articles 

for Spectrum on Ellen White. Then he 

changed career paths, becoming a Nurse Practitioner with an 

MSN degree as family NP. Since retirement he has examined 

the Millerite journals of the 1840’s to study the relationship 

between Ellen White and contemporary sources.
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“To Be Depended Upon”: Ellen White and Blacks, Part III
 | BY BENJAMIN BAKER

discussed | Ellen White, Eri L. Barr, Frederick Douglass, Hardy Family, race, Rosetta Douglass Sprague, Sabbatarian 
Adventism, William Foy

Ellen White and race was the subject of Benjamin Baker’s 2011 
Howard University dissertation. This is the third article in an occa-
sional series on the topic for Spectrum.

D
uring the Sabbatarian Adventist era (c. 
1845–1860), Ellen White did not visit 
and speak at black schools and churches 
as she did in the first years of the twen-

tieth century, because such black Adventist institutions 
did not exist at the time. But she and her husband James 
did have meaningful relationships with individual Afri-
can Americans in this foundational decade and a half, in-
triguing connections forged before the onset of the Civil 
War—a war which, quite simply, changed everything. 
These relationships are a type of synecdoche of the rap-
port that Sabbatarian Adventists, all Northerners, had 
with blacks before Adventism collided with the South.

After the Disappointment
The seventeen-year-old Ellen Harmon received her first 

vision sometime in December 1844, her second following 
a week later. The dashed Millerite believers in Portland, 
Maine, regularly met for religious meetings in December 
1844 and early 1845 in the Harmon’s house on Spruce 
Street. Ellen shared her visions at this venue, and there is 
a possibility that William Foy visited one of these gath-
erings at the Harmon home, and there “had an interview” 
with her (as she recalled in 1906), later interrupting her 
in a talk she was giving about her visions, jumping up 
and down and shouting praises to the Lord for reveal-
ing the same thing to him.1 Adventism’s first historian, 
John Loughborough, records that “after the close of the 
prophetic period, in the year 1845, he [Foy] heard an-
other [Ellen Harmon] relate the same vision…”2 Arthur 
White, Ellen White’s grandson and most prolific biogra-
pher, contends that the Harmon house was too small to 

accommodate the crowd that was present during Foy’s 
outburst.3 Whatever the case, it should be underscored 
that, as with Millerite crowds, African Americans were 
also present and integral in post-Disappointment gather-
ings, and, as we shall see, among Sabbatarian Adventists; 
and Ellen White had substantive encounters with blacks 
in this religious milieu.

There is a further connection between White and Foy. 
Aged believer John H. Pearson, Sr., had a positive im-
pact on the teenaged visionary’s spiritual walk, and was an 
early supporter of her prophetic gift. James White went 
on a year-long preaching tour with Pearson’s son, John 
Pearson, Jr., from the summer of 1843 to the summer of 
1844.4 It was during this time that John and his broth-
er Charles met Foy, resulting in the Pearson brothers 
publishing The Christian Experience of William E. Foy in early 
1845. James most likely met fellow Millerite minister Foy 
via these mutual contacts in these small circles. It is com-
monly held that John, Sr., introduced James and Ellen, 
who married on August 30, 1846.

The Douglass Family
Rochester, New York, a bustling port city of roughly 

40,000 residents in the early 1850s, was one of the centers 
of Sabbatarian Adventism. In order to expand the fledg-
ling publishing enterprise, on March 12, 1852, Sabbatar-
ian Adventist leaders unanimously voted that a press and 
type be purchased post-haste and established in Roches-
ter.5 James and Ellen White moved there the next month, 
and the Advent Review office began operating from their 
house at 124 Mt. Hope Avenue. The press staff, a who’s 
who of early Adventism, produced the bimonthly Advent 
Review and Sabbath Herald, as well as a string of pamphlets, 
tracts, and books. The operations were later transferred to 
a house at 109 Monroe Street.

Rochester was renowned as an abolitionist stronghold 
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and a depot vital to the Underground Railroad. 
During the Whites’ time in Rochester, Fred-
erick Douglass, famed orator and abolitionist, 
resided in the city on South Avenue, where he 
published the North Star/Frederick Douglass’ Paper. 
In fact, just a couple of months after the Whites 
moved there, Douglass delivered what is con-
sidered to be among the greatest speeches in 
American History on Independence Day, 1852: 

“What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” Ad-
ventist publications have tirelessly quoted Dou-
glass’ faith-filled reaction to the Leonid meteor 
shower of November 12, 1833,6 and news of 
his exploits were frequently related in the Re-
view and Herald until his death in 1895. Merritt 
Kellogg eulogized Douglass in 540 words in 
the Review of March 5, 1895, concluding: “He 
will ever stand out in bold relief as a great and 

Frederick Douglass
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unique specimen of American manhood and 
greatness, and besides being honored by fitting 
monuments in marble and bronze, a grateful 
people will hold him in loving remembrance.”7 
Douglass is buried in Mt. Hope Cemetery, just 
blocks away from the White’s one-time home.

It is not known if the Whites ever met Fred-
erick Douglass during their time in Rochester. 
We do know, however, that Rosetta (born June 
24, 1839), Douglass’ eldest child, was a teenag-
er attending seminary and assisting her father 
with editing in the Rochester office during the 
three and a half years the Whites lived on Mt. 
Hope Avenue. Marrying a former slave named 
Nathan Sprague the year of the Emancipation 
Proclamation, Rosetta again worked as an assis-
tant to her father when he was appointed US 
Marshal of the District of Columbia in 1877. In 
the nation’s capital, Rosetta met the prominent 
black Adventist physician James H. Howard 
(1861–1936) and his wife Isabel (née Cook), 
who introduced her to the Adventist message 
around 1889. Sometime after—the precise year 
is unsure—she became a member of the First 
Seventh-day Adventist Church in Washington. 
As Douglas Morgan, an authority on twenti-
eth-century black Adventism in Washington, 
DC, has explored in recent monographs, the 

sophisticated African American membership 
of First Church posed earnest and compelling 
objections to denominational leaders’ attempts 
to segregate congregations on the basis of race 
in the nation’s capital.8 Specifically, Rosetta 
Sprague—outspoken on issues of race as her fa-
ther had been—is reported as loudly denouncing 
Ellen White’s firm dissuasion to an interracial 
couple endeavoring upon marriage, character-
izing White’s stance as “a wicked catering to 
race prejudice.”9 Rosetta Douglass-Sprague died 
a respected Adventist and civil rights activist in 
Washington, DC, on November 25, 1906.

Eri L. Barr
“We humbly trust that the day is not far dis-

tant when the mountains and valleys of Vt. 
[Vermont] shall echo with the loud cry of the 
Third Angel’s Message, the last servant of our 
God be sealed, and his saints go forever free.”10 
So wrote Eri L. Barr in the Review and Herald in 
late 1857. Now believed to be the earliest Af-
rican American Adventist minister, Barr was an 
important and beloved itinerant leader-minister 
in 1850s Sabbatarian Adventism. 

Born in Reading, Vermont, on May 23, 1814, 
Eri was the son of one William Barr, who is list-
ed in census records as “free colored.”11 Scant 
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is known of Barr’s early life, other than that he 
studied English at Wesleyan Academy in Mas-
sachusetts in 1836, and, from a letter of his pub-
lished in a Millerite paper, that he embraced 
the soon coming of Christ, steadfast years after 
the Great Disappointment.12 Barr married Lori 
Z. Harvey, on December 7, 1842, in Reading, 
Vermont, and the couple had one child, Emma, 
the year of the Disappointment. Barr put bread 
on the table for his family as a mechanic, un-
til he accepted the seventh-day Sabbath in the 
first years of the 1850s, and, shortly after, began 
itinerating as a Sabbatarian Adventist minister 
in New England. 

Early Sabbatarian ministers most often trav-
eled and worked in pairs. Barr is recorded as 
partnering with at least three other men: Fred-
erick Wheeler in 1853; John Nevins Andrews 
in 1855; and Joseph Bates in 1855–1856. Barr 
and Bates worked particularly well together, 
as numerous reports cosigned by them in the 
Review attest, conducting at least a dozen meet-
ings in tandem in 1856 alone.13 Bates is consid-
ered a cofounder of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church along with James and Ellen White, and 
it is especially significant that in pre-Civil War 
America a man of color partnered with him in 
his founding efforts. An Adventist black minis-
ter would not speak so freely and frequently to 
white people again until Lewis C. Sheafe did so 
in Washington, DC, in the first decade of the 
twentieth century.14 

In the tiny world of Sabbatarian Adventists, 
Eri Barr and James and Ellen White would 
meet on several occasions. The Whites first 
met Barr in “the mountains of Vermont,” Barr’s 
home region, on September 3, 1852, in Wol-
cott, at a meeting in a 400-seat tent that ad-
joined the house of Seth Hubbell Peck. James 
White writes that here he and Ellen “met Brn. 
Barr and [Alfred S.] Hutchins for the first time, 
and heard them speak of their present faith, 
hopes and joys. May the Lord give them suc-
cess in winning souls to Christ, and the pres-
ent truth.”15 James would mention the meeting 
again in a retrospective titled “A Sketch of the 

Rise and Progress of Present Truth,” remarking 
that he and Ellen first met “our much beloved 
Brn. Byington, Hutchins, and Barr, who contin-
ue firm friends of the cause and devoted labor-
ers,” while at meetings “generally attended with 
great success.”16 Later that month, on the morn-
ing of September 30, Ellen White had a vision 
in Dorchester, Massachusetts, the contents of 
which James White adumbrated to Leonard 
Hastings in a letter. One of the takeaways of the 
vision was “that brethren Baker, Ingraham, Barr 
and Wheeler were men to be depended upon.”17 
In June of the next year, Barr reports meeting 
Robert and Eunice Harmon, Ellen’s parents, in 
Topsham, Maine, during an evangelistic tour of 
the state.18 In May 1857, the Whites attended a 
tent meeting that Barr was holding in Lancast-
er, Massachusetts. Although there is no extant 
correspondence of Ellen White to Barr, she did 
single him out in two letters addressed to oth-
ers, to be remarked upon shortly. 

In almost a decade as a Sabbatarian minis-
ter in the lean years between the Great Dis-
appointment and the official selection of the 
name “Seventh-day Adventist” in 1860, Barr 
mainly labored in the New England states of 
Vermont, Maine, Connecticut, and Massachu-
setts, as well as New York. Barr was a versatile 
worker, visiting scattered believers in far-flung 
locales; correcting errors in doctrine; holding 
prayer sessions; conducting evangelistic meet-
ings in town halls, tents, and believers’ homes; 
giving Bible studies; passing out tracts; deliver-
ing sermons on Sabbaths and other days of the 
week; and raising up churches. Barr’s effective-
ness as a minister is evinced by his reports of 
conversions,19 requests from believers for him 
to labor in their areas, the featuring of his prog-
ress reports in the Review, and his leadership 
role in “general Conferences”—calling for and 
chairing—and other Sabbatarian Adventist de-
cision-making bodies.20 Staggeringly, it would 
not be until more than a century later that 
blacks took a leadership role in general Adven-
tist conferences (i.e., mixed race) tasked with 
directing the movement at large.
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As it did with several other Sabbatarian lead-
ers, Barr’s frenetic pace had a deleterious effect 
on his domestic life. On December 10, 1858, 
Lori Barr obtained a divorce from Eri for the 
cause of “willing absence.” The marriage had 
lasted for just over sixteen years.21 In this same 
period, Barr lent his voice with others in en-
couraging a Sabbatarian group in Connecticut 
to burn daguerreotypes and cases, with the 
rationale that the considerable monies spent 
on the pictures should have been used to fund 
the spread of the gospel. Both James and Ellen 
White chastised Barr especially for this, given 
his stature in the movement. James wrote that 
“We have been surprised and grieved to learn 
how some have run from place to place on the 
cars, encouraging a fanatical spirit in burning 
daguerreotypes, &c., worse than wasting their 
Lord’s money, and leaving the brethren in dis-
traction.”22 Ellen White, meanwhile, altered her 
earlier commendation of Barr, upbraiding him 
for the daguerreotype furor, as well as for what 
she deemed to be his extreme application of 
the message to Laodicea in Revelation. 

I saw that Brother Barr has not been 
standing in the counsel of God. He has 
had a wrong spirit, has followed impres-
sions and feeling. It has led him astray. 
I saw that he was more to be blamed 
in Connecticut than the church there. 
He, a servant of Jesus Christ, should be 
ready to correct these wrong influenc-
es in the church, but he gave support 
to them instead of correcting them, 
and I saw that he had better have been 
working with his hands than exerting 
this wrong influence in the church.23  

Barr apologized for his actions on the ground 
level, and then issued a lengthy mea culpa in 
the Review and Herald in the summer of 1862.24 
Indicating that he had no ill-will toward the 
Whites, Barr was one of the vouchers for the in-
tegrity of James White in a pamphlet titled Vin-
dication of the Business Career of Elder James White.25  

In the spring of 1861, Barr reported from 
Niles, New York, to Review readers that he was 
in “feeble health,” to the point that it was dif-
ficult for him to write. For the next three years 
Barr would battle with tuberculosis under the 
care of Daniel Oviatt (with whom he had estab-
lished a church in Niles), until he died a week 
before his fiftieth birthday on May 16, 1864, 
in Oviatt’s home in Alma, New York. Nathan 
Fuller, a delegate to the first General Confer-
ence and a leading voice in the formation of 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church, stated that 
at Barr’s last moment “his mind was calm, and 
he felt that death would be a sweet rest.”26 

Ellen White’s few interactions with Eri Barr 
are intriguing in light of statements she would 
make half a century later. The young proph-
et’s several affirmations of Barr’s ministry show 
that she supported a black man ministering 
to whites, and indeed, didn’t even view this 
dynamic through a racial lens at all. When 
the conditions changed, however—and the 
changed conditions are key here—Ellen White 
would repeatedly write lines like this from 
1901: “Colored men are inclined to think that 
they are fitted to labor for white people, when 
they should devote themselves to doing mis-
sionary work among the colored people. There 
is plenty of room for intelligent colored men 
to labor for their own people….”27 In a strange 
way, even White’s suggestion that Barr quit 
the ministry and return to his mechanic trade 
shows that she viewed him as any other of the 
one-to-two-dozen Sabbatarian ministers, some 
to whom she made similar cease and desist ad-
visement. And so, early in her ministry, a leit-
motif in Ellen White’s life emerges: her object 
in life would be the spread of the Adventist 
gospel through her movement—race, with its 
maddening attendant complications, would 
only be a deterrent to that object that had to 
be surmounted somehow. 

The Hardys
Ellen White recorded in her diary on January 

25, 1859:
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It looks like a storm....We [Ellen, John 
and Anna Loughborough] rode fourteen 
miles to Brother Hardy’s. Brother Cra-
mer did not give us the right directions, 
and we went four miles out of our way. 
Did not arrive at Brother Hardy’s until 
dinner time. It was snowing fast. We 
were heartily welcomed by the family. A 
good dinner was soon in readiness for us 
of which we thankfully partook. This is 
a colored family but although the house 
is poor and old, everything is arranged 
with neatness and exact order. The chil-
dren are well behaved, intelligent, and 
interesting. May I yet have a better ac-
quaintance with this dear family.28 

This African American family may have been 
inauspicious at the time, but they would exceed 
even the normal forerunner status of many Sab-
batarians by accomplishing firsts statewide, as 
opposed to just in the movement. The patri-
arch of the clan, William J. Hardy, was born in 
Seneca County, New York—a critical zone in 
Whitney Cross’ Burned-over District—on January 
9, 1823.29 Although New York was a slave state 
at the time of his birth, it is unknown wheth-
er Hardy was ever enslaved; a clue, however, 
may be found in the fact that the year New 
York outlawed slavery his parents moved to 
Washtenaw County, Michigan. Hardy married 
Eliza Watts in 1844, purchased a sizable farm 
in Gaines Township, Michigan, and the cou-
ple had their first of six children a year later. In 
the summer of 1857, Eliza Hardy accepted the 
Sabbatarian Adventist message upon hearing 
Joseph B. Frisbie preach in Caledonia, a town 
six miles from Gaines Township; her husband 
joined her shortly after. 

Ellen White and the Loughboroughs proba-
bly first heard of the Hardy family from John 
Byington, later the inaugural General Confer-
ence president, who overnighted with the Har-
dys in early October 1857, scrawling in his dia-
ry, “a Mulatto family, but very good and kind.”30 
Byington’s lodging with the Hardys, as well as 

White and Loughborough’s visit in 1859, and 
speaking appointments at the Hardys’ Caledo-
nia church by notables such as Joseph Bates and 
John Andrews, show the Hardys’ value to early 
Adventist pioneers. While he was leader of the 
Caledonia church, Hardy and his congregation 
put up $1,050 (around $21,300 in 2018) to have 
conscientious Adventists’ drafts commuted 
during the Civil War, and, in the 1870s, con-
tributed funds for the Adventist work in Cali-
fornia and other frontiers.

During the 1860s and ’70s, William Hardy’s 
influence expanded simultaneously in the wider 
community. In 1872, he was elected the county 
supervisor for Gaines Township and served as 
a delegate to Republican county conventions, 
distinguished as Michigan’s first African Amer-
ican to occupy public office, and the first Ad-
ventist elected politician. Eugene, William and 
Eliza’s son, is purported to be the first African 
American high school graduate in the state of 
Michigan. Eugene went on to study law, while 
one of his other brothers, William, attended 
Battle Creek College.31

There is evidence that Ellen White’s jour-
naled desire—”May I yet have a better acquain-
tance with this dear family”—was satisfied. In an 
extremely vulnerable time for the sickly James 
White, and almost eight years after Ellen’s 
previous visit to the Hardy home, the bitterly 
freezing morning of December 19, 1866, found 
the Whites plowing through inclement weath-
er on the Michigan peninsula. James relates 
that the couple and their son Willie lodged in 
a “noisy rum tavern” the night previously, and 
after driving fifteen miles against a “keen” north 
wind at five in the morning to reach the Hardy 
residence, they “thank[ed] God for an Advent 
home, and simple, healthful fare.”32

William J. Hardy died on June 8, 1888, a local 
paper eulogizing him in words consistent with 
Ellen White’s decades earlier: “He was a man of 
honor, honesty and integrity, and was appreci-
ated by the community in which he lived.”33 Eli-
za Hardy followed her husband on December 
3, 1890. Both are buried in Blaine Cemetery in 
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Gaines Township, Michigan.
The Hardys, with their impeccable (Sabbatarian and 

Seventh-day) Adventist heritage, held a capacity in ear-
ly Adventism the precise opposite of African Americans 
after the Civil War: as succorers of white Adventists, 
not needy, white-terrorized and impoverished former 
black captives in, say, fin de siècle Mississippi, whom Ellen 
White’s son Edson encountered. The Hardys’ succor went 
beyond just providing lodging and leadership; by the late 
1860s the family was wealthy and were most likely the 
main source behind the draft deferment money and the 
financing of frontier missions. Like Eri Barr, they were 
among those who helped found—yes, who made—the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. ■ 

Benjamin Baker is the creator of blacksdahistory.org. He writes from 

Maryland.
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George Herbert (1593–1633) was a metaphysical 

poet, orator, and priest of the Church of England. 

Herbert is today recognized as one of the foremost 

devotional lyricists in English literature. Walla Walla 

University professor, Dr. Beverly Beem, notes that, “Herbert’s poetry draws 

almost exclusively from the King James Version of the Bible. His purpose 

for writing is devotional. His audience is God.” For more on Herbert’s 

devotional poetry, see Beem’s full article on page 39 of this issue.

The H. Scriptures
by George Herbert

Oh Book!  infinite sweetnesse! let my heart
          Suck ev’ry letter, and a hony gain,
          Precious for any grief in any part;
To cleare the breast, to mollifie all pain.
Thou art all health, health thriving till it make
         A full eternitie: thou art a masse
         Of strange delights, where we may wish & take.
Ladies, look here; this is the thankfull glasse,
That mends the lookers eyes:  this is the well
         That washes what it shows.  Who can indeare
         Thy praise too much?  thou art heav’ns Lidger here,
Working against the states of death and hell.
         Thou art joyes handsell: heav’n lies flat in thee,
         Subject to ev’ry mounters bended knee.

                                 II
Oh that I knew how all thy lights combine,
          And the configurations of their glorie!
          Seeing not onely how each verse doth shine,
But all the constellations of the storie.
This verse marks that, and both do make a motion
          Unto a third, that ten leaves off doth lie:
          Then as dispersed herbs do watch a potion,
These three make up some Christians destinie:
Such are thy secrets, which my life makes good,
          And comments on thee: for in ev’ry thing
           Thy words do finde me out, & parallels bring,
And in another make me understood.
          Starres are poore books, & oftentimes do misse:
          This book of starres lights to eternall blisse.
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