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“In a land o f  boasted freedom o f  thought and o f  conscience, like ours, 
church force cannot produce unity; hut has caused divisions, and has 
given rise to religious sects and parties almost innumerable.”

—James White, Signs o f  the Times, June 4, 1874

“Diversity is today a fact. The church can not repress it. It would do bet­
ter to celebrate it....Unity is dependent on the recognition o f  diversity.” 

—Barry D. Oliver, SDA Organizational Structure, p. 346

“In no conference should propositions be rushed through without time 
being taken by the brethren to weigh carefully all sides o f  the question.
... Very many matters have been taken up and carried by vote, that 
have involved fa r  more than was anticipated and fa r  more than those 
who voted would have been willing to assent to had they taken time to 
consider the question from all sides.”

—Ellen G. White, Testimonies, vol. 9, p. 278

“The very beginning o f  the great apostasy was in seeking to supplement 
the authority o f  God by that o f  the church.”

—Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy, pp. 289-290

“God has not put any kingly power in our ranks to control this or that 
branch o f  the work. The work has been greatly restricted by the efforts 
to control it in every line.... I f  the work had not been so restricted by an 
impediment here, and an impediment there, and on the other side an 
impediment, it would have gone forth in its majesty."

—Ellen G. White, General Conference Bulletin, 1901, p. 26

“It has been a necessity to organize Union Conferences, that the General 
Conference shall not exercise dictation over all the separate Confer­
ences.”

—Ellen G. White, MS 26, April 3, 1903

“The real issue facing the church today is not that o f  the ordination o f  
women, but the proper use o f  authority."

—George R. Knight





Contents
You Must Read This First: It Sets the Stage.......................................  1

PARTI:
Adventist Authority Wars and the Roman Catholic Temptation 

Chapter 1
The Anti-organizational People
Organize in Spite of Themselves.....................................................  13

Chapter 2

The Role of Union Conferences
in Relation to Higher Authorities....................................................... 41

Chapter 3

Catholic or Adventist:

The Ongoing Struggle Over Authority + 9.5 Theses......................69

PART II:

Ordination and Hermeneutical Issues 

Chapter 4

The Biblical Meaning of Ordination.............................................  119

Chapter 5

Proving More Than Intended...........................................................  137

Chapter 6

Ecclesiastical Deadlock: James White 
Solves a Problem That Had No Answer 147





You Must Read This First: 
It Sets the Stage

I am becoming an old man, and up until recently my great desire 

has been to avoid controversy and die in peace. But of late that 

wish has become to die in one piece. I have failed in the first of 

those goals, but still hope to succeed in the second.

The occasion for this book began harmlessly enough. In late June 

2015 the lead pastor of my local congregation in Medford, Oregon, 

asked me to preach a sermon on the biblical meaning of ordination. 

It seemed to be an appropriate topic since the 2015 General Confer­

ence session would convene a few days later in San Antonio, Texas, 

and the most anticipated event at that convention would be the vote 

regarding whether each of the world divisions would have the option 

of ordaining female pastors.

Interestingly, up to that time I had never spoken or written on 

the topic of ordination. Believing that there were many people more 

qualified than me to handle the subject, I had been neglecting it. I 

was 10 years into my retirement and had no desire for controversy.

The topic of ordination had never been of special interest in Ad­

ventism before the 1960s and 1970s. In fact, the denomination was 

in the habit of ordaining non-pastor conference treasurers, college 

presidents, and other non-pastoral functionaries on a regular basis,
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perhaps to allow them to be remunerated at a better rate. But that 

lack of interest would take a radical turn when the rising number of 

female pastors and chaplains began to think in terms of ordination. 

And that interest eventually turned into controversy.

The background to the present book became more intense in the 

1990s when the 1990 and 1995 General Conference sessions took 

actions on the appropriateness of world divisions having the option 

of ordaining female pastors if  they so desired. The vote in both cases 

was negative. Female pastors could be “commissioned” ministers but 

not “ordained.” The struggle between those in favor of female ordi­

nation and those opposed formed along different hermeneutical 

perspectives. That is, the two opposing positions lined up along two 

different approaches to the interpretation of the Bible. Thus herme­

neutics became central to the entire debate.

Some felt the issue had forever been solved in 1995. But it was 

not to be. As the number of truly successful female pastors continued 

to grow so did the discussion of their possible ordination. The inten­

sity of the discussion continued to build in the early years of the 21st 

century. By the time of the 2010 General Conference session it was 

realized that the topic was not going to go away. As a result, in 2011 

the General Conference leadership established the Theology of Ordi­

nation Study Committee (TOSC) to study the topic thoroughly and 

to develop a consensus statement on the theology of ordination and 

on the propriety o f ordaining women for those divisions that wished 

to do so. Consensus was achieved on the first of those goals, but the 

second generated vigorous dissension between those for and those 

opposed to the ordination of female pastors. But the final vote in June 

14, 2014, was clear. A super majority of 62 to 32 recommended that 

each of the denomination’s world divisions should have the option of
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ordaining women to the pastoral ministry if  so desired.

The unfortunate aftermath of the TOSC decision is that the vote 

in favor of giving divisions a choice on the ordination issue was not 

reported to the voting delegates at the General Conference session in

2015. Nor was the fact that nearly all of the world divisions in their 

individual TOSC reports favored each division having a choice. That 

is an almost unbelievable neglect, given the fact that the denomina­

tion had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars on the TOSC project 

to solve the problem once and for all. Why the findings were not re­

ported has never been publicly explained. So we are left to speculate 

that perhaps the committee did not come up with the “proper” con­

clusions. The long-awaited vote in 2015 found a deeply divided de­

nomination, with 58% voting against the choice-by-division option 

and 42% voting for it.

The 2015 vote, as might be expected, left those union confer­

ences that were already ordaining female pastors (on the basis 

of the General Conference Working Policy’s stipulation that it was 

union conferences that were to decide who would be ordained) in 

a difficult spot. Because of the uncomfortableness of its position, 

the Columbia Union Conference in the North American Division 

held a Leadership Summit on Mission and Governance in March

2016. That meeting left no doubt on its continuing determination 

to ordain female pastors.

That determination and other practices, such as abolishing the 

category of “ordination” and commissioning both males and females 

in the Norwegian Union of Churches, led certain administrators in 

the General Conference to initiate punitive procedures against those 

unions in “rebellion.” The most radical of those measures came out of 

the presidential offices in September 2016 in anticipation of the An-
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nual Council of the General Conference Executive Committee, which 

would meet the next month. In essence, the presidential suggestion 

was to dissolve the noncompliant unions (in this case the Columbia 

and Pacific Union Conferences), recreate them as union missions, ap­

point more compliant leaders, and hopefully get the constituents to 

change their vote on the ordination of females.

That proposal apparently was deemed to be a bit hasty. As a re­

sult, the General Conference Secretariat set forth a more moderate 

approach in a 50-page document titled “A Study of Church Gover­

nance and Unity,” which definitely set forth authority in Seventh-day 

Adventism as flowing down from the General Conference to the con­

stituent administrative entities of the denomination. That position 

was quite at variance with the traditional position of Adventism in 

which authority was located in the constituents and flowed upward. 

The eventual outcome of the 2016 Annual Council was a decision to 

create a procedure to discipline those unions out of harmony with 

the General Conference on the topic of the ordination of female pas­

tors. That move seems to be understandable. But what is not so easy 

to understand is why a new procedure was deemed necessary, since 

such a policy was already firmly in place in the Working Policy. The 

difficulty appears to be that, according to existing policy, all such pu­

nitive actions are to begin at the level of the divisions. In this case, 

some must have feared that the North American Division would not 

come up with the “appropriate” solution. So we find the General Con­

ference leadership in the interesting situation of stepping outside 

of a voted policy to punish those unions it deemed to be outside of 

voted policy.

That brings us to June 2017 and the Unity Conference called to 

meet in London by 10 union conferences from four of the church’s
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world divisions to discuss how best to relate to the situation they ex­

pected to meet at the 2017 Annual Council; namely, the procedures 

expected to be put in place to bring those unions in “rebellion” into 

line. The meeting was called for openly, and all administrators, schol­

ars, and other leaders were invited to attend. The General Confer­

ence president was invited to make a presentation. He declined, but 

did go on record that the meeting was an “unauthorized” meeting 

and that General Conference travel budgets could not be used to 

finance attendance. More to the point was the use of financial and 

other pressure to assure that the meetings were not supported. Thus 

the London meetings found no participants from Andrews Univer­

sity’s theological seminary or other General Conference institutions. 

The same can be said for certain other institutions of higher learn­

ing around the world. Also, current administrators who valued their 

future got the avoidance message. But in spite of the implied and 

explicit threats, the London meetings witnessed a strong attendance. 

The atmosphere was one of dedication in support of the denomina­

tion’s principles and goals.

While writing this preface I received an announcement of a forth­

coming convention to be held in August 2017 on the same topic as 

the London meeting. Its official title is “Scripture, Church Structure, 

and the Path to Unity Symposium.” The participants in the forthcom­

ing symposium are well known to represent the core of those who 

stand against the position taken by the Pacific, Columbia, and other 

“noncompliant” unions. But what is most interesting is that one of 

the presenters is a current General Conference vice president. Thus, 

one of my friends has pointed out, “either these are ‘official church 

meetings,”' or the General Conference president “has had a change 

of heart,” or “we have a double standard going on here.” (Since writ-
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ing the above, the General Conference dignitary is no longer being 

advertised as a featured speaker. I do not know the reason for the 

change, but one speculative possibility is that someone may have 

pointed out the double standard. Of course, there are better reasons, 

such as these meetings are also “not authorized.” But as yet I have 

seen no announcement to that effect.)

The good news about the symposium is that its promoters have 

put their finger on the real issue. Their advertising notes that the sym­

posium is not about women’s ordination but church authority and 

the basis for unity. And on that both perspectives appear to agree. The 

real issue in Adventism today is not the ordination of female pastors 

but the issue of authority. In that it finds a parallel in the 16th-centu­

ry Protestant Reformation, a movement that at its core was not about 

indulgences or justification by faith but about ecclesiastical author­

ity. In the present situation the ordination of women is merely the 

topic that has given rise to the struggle over authority.

With that fact in mind I have organized the present book with 

issues in authority forming Part I and issues related to ordination 

and hermeneutics forming Part II. While in current history the two 

issues have become intertwined, we always need to keep in mind that 

the topic of authority is basic while that of ordination is merely the 

stimulus that brought the authoritative crisis point to the surface.

And we should note that the current situation is not the first “au­

thority war” in the denomination. One only has to think of the ongo­

ing conflict in the 1850s between the various sectors of Adventism to 

even establish a formal church organization. Just as serious and just 

as brutal was the 1888 conflict over the law in Galatians and the 10 

horns of Daniel 7. Authority wars have been periodic in Seventh-day 

Adventist history. And, interestingly enough, in the two illustrations
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above, both wars were fought on the basis of two varying sets of her­

meneutical principles. The same can be said of the long battle over 

the daily in the 1910s, the king of the north a decade later, and the 

denomination’s understanding of Ellen White later in the century. 

Struggles over theology, hermeneutics, and church authority go hand 

in hand throughout the denomination’s history. Before moving away 

from the topic of authority wars, I should point out that the strug­

gle during the 1888 period and the current situation exhibit a great 

many parallels, including those of the spirit and the divisiveness of 

some of the participants.

In terms of the current book, my June 2015 ordination sermon, 

which immediately had gone viral on the Internet, led to the invita­

tion by the Columbia Union to present two papers at its Leadership 

Summit in March 2016. Those two papers—“The Anti-organizational 

People Organize in Spite of Themselves” and “The Role of Union 

Conferences in Relation to Higher Authorities”—form the first two 

chapters. My participation in that meeting resulted in an invitation 

to present a paper at the Unity meetings in London in June 2017. That 

paper, “Catholic or Adventist: The Ongoing Struggle Over Authority 

+ 9.5 Theses,” is the third chapter.

With Chapters 4-6 we come to a major shift in subject matter. 

Here we move away from the primary topic of church authority to 

the secondary issue of female ordination and hermeneutical issues 

related to the discussion. Chapter 4, “The Biblical Meaning of Ordi­

nation,” is the transcription of the June 2015 sermon that spurred the 

chain of events that led up to the publication of this book. Chapter 

5, “Proving More Than Intended,” was first published in Ministry in 

March 1996. It was stimulated by my reaction to the major formal 

presentation at the 1995 General Conference session in opposition
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to the ordination of female pastors. Given the methodology and pas­

sages used, my conclusion was that what the speaker had really dem­

onstrated was that Ellen White was a false prophet, which certainly 

was not the presenter’s intention. Chapter 6, “Ecclesiastical Deadlock: 

James White Solves a Problem That Had No Answer,” was initially de­

veloped for the 2015 book entitled Women and Ordination: Biblical 

and Historical Studies. The chapter develops the radical hermeneuti­

cal transformation that allowed the denomination to organize in a 

manner that is not specifically authorized in the Bible. Women’s ordi­

nation is then viewed from that hermeneutical perspective.

Here I need to indicate that I have opted to present this book as 

individual essays in the flow of history rather than to meld them into 

a format of continuous flow as I would have done if  I had chosen to 

refine the essays into what we typically think of as a “book” rather 

than a collection of papers. As a result, I HAVE CHOSEN NOT TO 

REMOVE THE REDUNDANCIES IN THE TEXT. In other words, I 

want the reader to have the full content of each paper as it was pre­

sented in its historical context. Thus the argument developed in each 

document stands as it was originally developed without having to 

refer to other chapters. The positive aspect of that approach is that 

each document retains its original unity and flow. The negative side 

is that there is some redundancy. However, the positive aspect of the 

negative side is that repetition is a law of learning and those things 

that are repeated are generally worth remembering. The one excep­

tion to my non-removal policy is in Chapter 6, in which I removed 

a large redundant section that was not needed to make the forceful 

point of the paper.

One of the more interesting events following my presentation of 

“Catholic or Adventist: The Ongoing Struggle Over Authority + 9.5
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Theses” has been the banning of the sale of my books in the Michigan 

Conference’s bookstores. The ban was reversed., but correspondents 

from around the world consistently have noted two points: first, that 

the action would undoubtedly boost the sale of my books; second, 

that the action merely reinforced my point that administrative Ad­

ventism in its authoritative approach all too often takes the path of 

the medieval church. After all, the medieval church regularly banned 

books it didn’t like through its Index of forbidden books. In the long 

run, the most significant result of the ban will be increased readers 

for the present volume. It is what I like to think of as “the book that 

should have been banned.” There is no way I could have paid for the 

vast amount of advertising I received through worldwide Internet 

discussion of the ban. (Since the above was written, the Michigan 

Conference president has reinstated the ban on my books. His latest 

decision is that the stores may sell existing stock, but are not to place 

any orders to replenish their stock when it runs out.)

In the dialogue that followed the ban, the opinion was expressed 

that the books of anyone who challenges the General Conference 

president’s authority should not be on the shelves of Adventist Book 

Centers. One perceptive respondent noted that if  that were the case 

they would have to remove Ellen G. White’s books also.

Meanwhile, I need to express my love and concern for my church 

and its leaders, even those who disagree with me. And I want to say 

that my personal dealings with the current General Conference pres­

ident have been consistently pleasant. I know him to be a man of 

prayer, a Christian gentleman, and a person who fervently believes 

in the mission of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Where we differ 

is on administrative style. On that topic I have said some straightfor­

ward things in this book. While I firmly hold to what I have said, I
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would hope and pray that God would give me the grace to change if 

it is demonstrated that I am in the wrong. I can only hope and pray 

for the same for those who disagree with me and for those who have 

been on the receiving end of some of my sentences. If  I have erred, 

I hope for their forgiveness. But if  I am correct, I would love to see 

change. I have given my life to supporting the Seventh-day Adventist 

Church. I love my church and only want the best for it and its leaders. 

And “best” always means being faithful to the Bible, the prophetic gift 

of Ellen White, and the great principles demonstrated in Adventist 

history. My prayer for each reader is that he or she will read with both 

eyes open and let the Spirit guide.

George R. Knight 

Rogue River, Oregon 

July 30, 2017



Parti

Adventist Authority Wars 
and the

Roman Catholic Temptation





CHAPTER
ONE

The Anti-organizational 
People Organize 

in Spite of Themselves1*

Anti-organizational in the extreme is the only proper descrip­

tion for those independent Bible students who would form 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church in the 1860s, nearly 20 

years after the end of Millerism. Their antipathy towards organized 

churches finds its roots in the period before the 1844 Disappoint­

ment.

An Anti-organizational Heritage

Pre-disappointment attitudes toward organization followed two 

lines. The first is the organizational position of the Christian Con­

nexion to which two (James White and Joseph Bates) of the three 

founders of Seventh-day Adventism belonged. According to an 1836 

history, the movement arose in several parts of the United States in

* Hie present chapter was developed as a presentation for the “Leadership Summit on Mission and 
Governance” sponsored by the Columbia Union Conference in March 2016. The stimulus for the meet­
ings was the fact that the Columbia Union Conference had been ordaining women to ministry and was 
therefore out of harmony with the General Conference as expressed in the 2015 session vote.
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the early 1800s “not so much to establish any peculiar and distinctive 

doctrines, as to assert, fo r  individuals and churches, more liberty and 

independence in relation to matters of faith and practice, to shake o ff  

the authority of human creeds and the shackles of prescribed modes 

and forms, to make the Bible their only guide, claiming for every man 

the right to be his own expositor of it, to judge, for himself, what are 

its doctrines and requirements, and in practice, to follow more strict­

ly the simplicity of the apostles and primitive Christians.” The move­

ment opposed any “infringement o f  Christian liberty" in terms of both 

creedal statements and structural governance.2

In spite of their radical independence, the Connexionists did 

grant the need for structure at the local church level, but they consid­

ered “each church” or congregation “an independent body, possess­

ing exclusive authority to regulate and govern its own affairs.”3 The 

movement was held together by periodicals and periodic meetings 

or conferences.

The second line of development in Adventism’s anti-organiza­

tional stance is the Millerite experience. Unlike the Connexionists, 

most Millerite Adventists were not anti-organizational in their atti­

tudes during the early years of their movement. On the other hand, 

they had no desire to form their own organization. To the contrary, 

they sought to remain in the various denominations while they wit­

nessed to their Advent faith and waited for Christ’s coming. Time was 

too short for any new organization.

The fact that the Millerites did not have a separate denomina­

tional organization did not mean that they lacked structure. Joshua 

V. Himes had welded them into an impressive missionary movement 

that reflected his Connexionist background. As a result, we find pe­

riodicals and regular general conference meetings at the heart of the
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forward drive of Millerism. Those two elements formed the “struc­

ture” of the Millerite Adventist movement.

That “structure” constituted one aspect of Millerism’s contribu­

tion to early Sabbatarian Adventism’s attitude toward church or­

ganization. The second aspect had to do with the conflict between 

Millerism and the denominations. It was one thing to agitate for the 

Advent message from within the denominations when the event was 

a few years off. But it was quite another thing as the year of the end 

approached. Increasing conflict arose as Millerite ministers lost their 

pulpits and Miller's followers were excluded from fellowship.

It is in that context that Charles Fitch in July 1843 published 

what became one of the most influential Millerite sermons. Based 

on Revelation 14:8 and 18:1-5, it was titled “‘Come Out of Her My 

People.’” In essence, those apocalyptic passages deal with both the fall 

of Babylon and the consequent need of God’s people to flee from the 

corrupt system it represented. For Fitch, Babylon included all those 

who rejected the message of Christ’s soon coming.4

One Millerite preacher who felt especially impressed to proclaim 

the message to leave other churches was George Storrs. Storrs wrote 

that Babylon “is the old mother and all her children [the Protestant 

denominations]; who are known by the family likeness, a domineer­

ing, lordly spirit; a spirit to suppress a free search after truth, and a 

free expression of our conviction of what is truth.”5

Individuals needed to abandon the denominations because “we 

have no right to let any men, or body of men, thus lord it over us. 

And to remain in such an organized body...is to remain in Babylon.” 

To Storrs the history of organized religion (both Catholic and Protes­

tant) was one of bigotry and persecution. He argued against visible, 

organized churches and opted for God's great invisible church that
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“the Lord organizes” on the basis of the “bonds of love.” In the face of 

persecution caused by a sincere belief in the soon coming of Jesus, 

Storrs concluded that “no church can be organized by man’s inven­

tion but what it becomes Babylon the moment it is organized”6

One Millerite family that experienced the persecuting force of 

the denominations was that of young Ellen Harmon, which was dis- 

fellowshipped from the Methodist Episcopal Church of Portland, 

Maine, in September 1843.7 Through that experience Ellen had wit­

nessed firsthand the unjustness of a highly centralized denomination 

that in the state of Maine had systematically purged both laypeople 

and ministers who would not renounce their Millerite beliefs.

While not all Millerites accepted Storrs’ extreme conclusions, his 

message, along with the believers’ painful experiences at the hands of 

organized churches, left an indelible impression on the great bulk of 

the believers. It was so strong that all Millerite groups found it next to 

impossible to organize to any significant extent after the Great Disap­

pointment of October 22,1844.

Early Sabbatarian Adventist Moves 

Toward Organization, 1844-1854

As noted above, all three of the founders of Seventh-day Advent­

ism had reasons to fear organized religion. Beyond that, they also 

belonged to that sector of post-disappointment Adventism that be­

lieved that the door of probation had closed and that their mission to 

the world at large had been completed in 1844. Because of that belief 

they felt no desire to organize for reasons of evangelism or mission.

The first stimulus to change was the felt need to share the theo­

logical insights they had gained between 1845 and 1847 with other 

shut-door Adventists. At this early date, however, they felt no need
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to share their understanding of the Bible with the larger world since 

they had not yet worked through their erroneous idea that probation 

had already closed.

They viewed their rather limited mission to ex-Millerites in terms 

of what they labeled the scattering and gathering times. The scatter­

ing time had begun in late October 1844 with the splintering of the 

Millerite movement. But by 1848 the Whites and Bates were abso­

lutely convinced that they had the answer for the scattered believers. 

James White put it nicely in November 1849: “The scattering time we 

have had; it is in the past, and now the time for the saints to be gath­

ered into the unity of the faith, and be sealed by one holy, uniting 

truth has come. Yes, Brother, it has come!’8

Sabbatarian outreach during the gathering time took two forms. 

One consisted of periodic conferences to help bring about unity 

of belief. The first of the Sabbatarian conferences convened in the 

spring of 1848. The main purpose of the conferences was evangelis­

tic, to unite a body of believers on the three angels’ messages.9

The second avenue that the Sabbatarian leadership used to gath­

er in a people involved the development of various periodicals. At 

the Sabbatarian conference held in Dorchester, Massachusetts, dur­

ing November 1848, Ellen White had a vision with special implica­

tions for her husband. After coming out of it, she told him that he 

“must begin to print a little paper and send it out to the people.” It 

would be small at first, but eventually it would be “like streams of 

light that went clear round the world.”10 In response to that vision, 

James White began publishing Present Truth in July 1849, a periodi­

cal that evolved into The Second Advent Review and Sabbath Herald 

by November 1850.

We should note that the two methods that the Sabbatarians used
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to gather in a people were not only evangelistic but also provided 

their first organizational format. The 1850s would witness the contin­

uation of periodic conferences as the various congregations of Sab­

bathkeeping Adventists sent members to represent them in general 

meetings of Sabbatarian believers.

The Review and Herald not only printed notices and resolutions 

of those meetings but also provided the scattered Sabbatarians with 

news of their “church” and fellow believers, sermons, and a sense of 

belonging. Thus the Review was probably the most effective instru­

ment in both gathering and uniting the body of believers.

Throughout the 1850s the Sabbatarian movement would con­

sist of a loose association of congregations and individuals united 

through the agency of periodicals and “conferences,” or general meet­

ings, of believers. Thus, whether they realized it or not, the Sabbatari­

ans were operating with the same type o f  church order as that o f  the Con- 

nexionists and the Millerites. But the continuation of time, the rapid 

growth in the number of Sabbatarians, and their expanding vision of 

mission would soon demand further organizational initiatives.

Another stimulus that drove the Sabbatarians toward developing 

a more extensive system of church organization derived from a need 

to maintain ethical and doctrinal unity. Problems related to those is­

sues would arise soon after the beginning of the gathering time and 

would culminate in both of the Whites firmly appealing for “gospel 

order” in the latter part of 1853.

But even before that date the Whites had indicated the need for 

order to save the movement from such things as fanaticism and false 

preachers. Ellen White, for example, called the Sabbatarians to move 

according to “Bible order” in 1850.11

The rapid growth of the Sabbatarian movement also necessitat-
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ed some sort of order or structure. By 1852 there may have been as 

many as 2,000 Sabbatarian Adventists. While that growth was good, 

it brought with it new problems and challenges while aggravating 

some of the older problems already facing the young movement. 

Many new congregations of Sabbathkeepers had formed, but no or­

der existed among them even at the congregational level. That made 

them easy prey to fanatics and unauthorized preachers from both 

inside and outside their local group. Such a state of affairs in 1851 

led the Whites to believe that the movement required their personal 

presence from time to time to modify and correct abuses. Thus the 

next few years would see their reports in the Review with such titles 

as “Our Tour East.”

On those tours the Whites dealt with such issues as fanaticism, 

disfellowshipping, and the “importance of union.” We also find 

in 1851 the first information we have on the appointment of local 

church officers.12 That same year the Review also reported the first 

ordination in Adventist records. Washington Morse was apparently 

ordained to the gospel ministry.13

By 1852 the Sabbatarians had come to see themselves less as a 

“scattered flock” and more as a church. A reinterpretation of the shut- 

door doctrine accompanied that recognition. They gradually con­

cluded that probation for the world at large had not closed in 1844 

and that they had a mission to those who had not been in the Miller- 

ite movement. Such realizations would add their weight in pressing 

the Sabbatarians toward a more substantial organization.

The major problem they faced in the early 1850s was that they 

had no systematic defense against impostors. Almost anybody who 

wanted to could preach in Sabbatarian congregations. Large sectors 

of Adventism had no checks on ministerial orthodoxy or even moral-
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ity as it faced the crisis of a self-appointed ministry.

The year 1853 would see the Sabbatarians take two steps to protect 

their congregations from “false” brethren. First, the leading Sabbatar­

ian ministers adopted a plan whereby approved preachers received a 

card “recommending them to the fellowship of the Lord’s people ev­

erywhere, simply stating that they were approved in the work of the 

gospel ministry.” Two ministers known by Sabbatarian Adventists to 

be leaders of the movement dated and signed the cards.14

The second method utilized by the Sabbatarians to certify their 

leaders was ordination. By late 1853 they regularly ordained both 

traveling preachers (ministers assigned to specific congregations did 

not yet exist) and deacons (who appear to be the only local church 

officers at that early period).

But even those actions had not solved the problem. As a result, 

both James and Ellen White issued major calls for “gospel order” in 

December 1853. James led the assault for better organization with 

four articles in the Review entitled “Gospel Order.” His December 6 

article redefined Babylon in the Sabbatarian context. “It is a lamen­

table fact,” he asserted, “that many of our Advent brethren who made 

a timely escape from the bondage of the different churches [Baby­

lon]...have since been in a more perfect Babylon than ever before. Gos­

pel order has been too much overlooked by them.... Many in their zeal to 

come out o f  Babylon, partook o f  a rash, disorderly spirit, and were soon 

found in a perfect Babel o f  confusion.... To suppose that the church o f  

Christ is free from restraint and discipline, is the wildest fanaticism.”15

Late December 1853 also saw Ellen White’s first extensive call for 

further order. Basing her sentiments on a vision received during her 

and James' eastern tour in the fall of 1852, she wrote that “the Lord 

has shown that gospel order has been too much feared and neglected.
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Formality should be shunned; but, in so doing, order should not be 

neglected. There is order in heaven. There was order in the church 

when Christ was upon the earth, and after His departure order was 

strictly observed among His apostles. And now in these last days, 

while God is bringing His children into the unity of the faith, there is 

more real need o f  order than ever before!’ Most of her article dealt with 

the problems raised by the “self-sent messengers” who were “a curse 

to the cause” of the Sabbatarians. As did James, she dealt with the 

qualifications of ministers and the ordination of those approved by 

“brethren of experience and of sound minds.”16

By the beginning of 1854 James and Ellen White were quite set­

tled on the need for more order and structure among the Sabbatar­

ians. James not only considered it important, he also believed that 

the movement wouldn't see much growth without it.17

The fact that Sabbatarian Adventism also faced its first organized 

schisms at that time, beginning with the Messenger Party in 1854, 

undoubtedly reinforced James’ convictions on the topic of gospel or­

der. With that in mind, it is little wonder that the second half of the 

1850s saw an increasing number of articles reflecting a developing 

understanding of Bible principles related to church order and the or­

dination of approved leaders.

Joseph Bates was quite convinced that biblical church order 

must be restored to the church before the Second Advent. He was 

also clear that it was the apostolic order of the church that needed 

to be restored. He made no room for any element of organization 

not found in the New Testament.18 James White at this early period 

shared a similar opinion. Thus he could write in 1854 that “by gospel, 

or church order we mean that order in church association and disci­

pline taught in the gospel of Jesus Christ by the writers of the New
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Testament.”19 A few months later he spoke of the “perfect system of 

order, set forth in the New Testament, by inspiration of God.... The 

Scriptures present a perfect system, which, if  carried out, will save the 

Church from imposters” and provide the ministers with an adequate 

platform for carrying out the work of the church.20

J. B. Frisbie, the most active writer in the.Rei'zeiv in the mid-1850s 

on church order, agreed with Bates and White that every aspect o f  

church order needed to be explicitly spelled out in the Bible. Thus he 

argued against any church name except the one given by God in the 

Bible: “The Church of God.” Any other name “savors more of Baby­

lon...than it does” of God’s church. By the same logic, Frisbie implied 

in agreement with others that they should not keep church member­

ship lists since the names of God’s children are recorded in the books 

of heaven.21

With their literalistic biblical approach to church order it is of 

little surprise that Frisbie and others soon began to discuss the duty 

of a second local church officer—the elder. In January 1855 he noted 

that there were “two classes of preaching elders” in the New Testa­

ment churches—“traveling elders” and “local elders.” The traveling 

elders had a supervisory role over several churches, whereas “local el­

ders...had the pastoral care and oversight of one church.” He went on 

to observe that local churches should have both elders and deacons. 

The first, he pointed out, “had the oversight of the spiritual, the other 

the temporal affairs of the church.”22 By the end of the year Sabbatar­

ians were ordaining local elders as well as deacons and pastors.

Gradually they were strengthening gospel order at the level of the 

local church. In fact, the individual congregation was the only level 

of organization that most Sabbatarians gave much thought to. Thus 

such leaders as Bates could preface an extended article on “Church
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Order” with the following definition: “Church, signifies a particular 

congregation o f  believers in Christ, united together in the order of the 

gospel.”23

Moving Beyond Concerns with Local Church 

Organization, 1855-1859

In the second half of the 1850s the church-order debate among 

Sabbatarians would focus on what it meant for congregations to be 

“united together.” At least four issues would force leaders such as 

James White to look at church organization more globally. The first 

had to do with the legal ownership of property—especially the pub­

lishing office and church buildings. The responsibility of owning 

everything in his own name prompted White to resign as editor of 

the Review in late 1855. Not being ready yet for legal incorporation, 

he suggested that a committee own the publishing house and that a 

financial committee handle the business matters related to the Sab­

batarians’ growing publishing enterprise.24 Similar suggestions ap­

peared in regard to the holding of church property.

A second issue pushing White and others toward a broader 

church organization concerned the problem of paying preachers. He 

had first raised the topic in 1849. But talking about the issue without 

some sort of system to deal with it didn’t help much. In fact, as the 

Sabbatarian work expanded, things got worse. Sabbatarian preachers 

were overworked and underpaid—a sure formula for disaster.

A case in point involved young John Nevins Andrews, a man 

who later served the church as its leading scholar, its first “official” 

foreign missionary, and a General Conference president. But in the 

mid-1850s exhaustion and deprivation had forced him into retiring 

from the ministry while only in his mid-20s. The fall of 1856 found
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him becoming a clerk in his uncle’s store in Waukon, Iowa. Waukon, 

in fact, was rapidly becoming a colony of apathetic Sabbatarian Ad­

ventists. Another leading minister who fled to Waukon in 1856 was 

John N. Loughborough, who had become, as he put it, “somewhat dis­

couraged as to finances.”25 The Whites temporarily averted a crisis in 

the Adventist ministry by making a danger-filled midwinter journey 

across the ice-clogged Mississippi River to Waukon to wake up the 

sleeping Adventist community and to reclaim the dropout ministers. 

But their rededication did not change the objective financial realities.

Anticipating the financial problems, the Battle Creek, Michigan, 

congregation formed a study group in the spring of 1858 to search 

the Bible for a plan to support the ministry. Under the leadership of 

Andrews, the group developed a report accepted in early 1859. The 

plan of Systematic Benevolence (or “Sister Betsy,” as many nicknamed 

it) encouraged men to contribute 5 to 25 cents per week, and women 

2 to 10 cents. In addition, both groups were assessed 1 to 5 cents per 

week for each $100 unit of property they owned.26

James White was jubilant over the plan, believing that it would 

leave the ministers free from financial embarrassment so that they 

could work more effectively. His wife was equally grateful. “I saw,” she 

penned in 1859, “that there should be order in the church of God, and 

that system is needed in carrying forward successfully the last great 

message of mercy to the world. God is leading His people in the plan 

of systematic benevolence.”27

Of course, it was one thing to have a plan for paying preachers 

and quite another thing to administrate it in a religious group that 

had no settled pastors. Proper collection and distribution of the 

funds logically predicated organizational developments beyond the 

congregational level.
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Closely related to a system for remunerating preachers was a 

third issue that drove White to a broader form of church organiza­

tion—the assignment of preachers. In 1859 White wrote that whereas 

such communities as Battle Creek often had several preachers on 

hand, others remained “destitute, not having heard a discourse for 

three months.” Recognizing the situation to be a genuine problem, 

White went on to note that “system in labor, or, in locating preach­

ers’ families near their fields of labor, may be called for” as well as 

financial support. He appealed to the churches to send their requests 

to him personally.28

Thus it appears that by 1859 James White was acting the part 

of superintendent in the assignment and paying of preachers, but 

without any official structure to undergird his efforts. Such a situa­

tion was not only difficult; it also left him open to criticism regarding 

mismanagement and the misappropriation of funds. He had come to 

realize that Sabbatarians needed a broader system.

A fourth problem that raised the issue of a more adequate church 

structure resulted from the question of transferring membership. It 

was especially difficult when a person had been disfellowshipped by 

one congregation and desired fellowship with another. How should 

they handle membership transfers between congregations? And how 

should independent congregations relate to each other?29

By the middle of 1859 White was ready to open the final drive 

for formal denominational organization. At a conference of believ­

ers held in Battle Creek he presented a major paper on Systematic 

Benevolence, since “the shortness of time and the vast importance 

of the truth calls upon us in the most imperative manner to extend 

missionary labor.”30

The next month he laid down the gauntlet in no uncertain terms.
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“We lack system” he cried on July 21. “Many of our brethren are in a 

scattered state. They observe the Sabbath, read with some interest the 

Review; but beyond this they are doing but little or nothing fo r  want o f  

some method o f  united action among them” To meet the situation, he 

called for regular meetings in each state (yearly in some and four or 

five times a year in others) to give guidance to the work of the Sab­

batarians in that region.31

“We are aware,” he wrote, “that these suggestions will not meet 

the minds of all. Bro. Over-cautious will be frightened, and will be 

ready to warn his brethren to be careful and not venture out too far; 

while Bro. Confusion will cry out, ‘O, this looks just like Babylon! 

Following the fallen church!' Bro. Do-little will say, ‘The cause is the 

Lord’s, and we had better leave it in his hands, he will take care of it.' 

‘Amen,’ says Love-this-world, Slothful, Selfish, and Stingy, ‘if  God calls 

men to preach, let them go out and preach, he will take care of them, 

and those who believe their message;’ while Korah, Dathan and Abi- 

ram are ready to rebel against those who feel the weight of the cause 

[e.g., James White] and who watch for souls as those who must give 

account, and raise the cry, ‘Ye take too much upon you.’”32

White let it be known in the most descriptive language that he 

was sick and tired of the cry of Babylon every time that anyone men­

tioned organization. “Bro. Confusion,” he penned, “makes a most 

egregious blunder in calling system, which is in harmony with the 

Bible and good sense, Babylon. As Babylon signifies confusion, our 

erring brother has the very word stamped upon his own forehead. And 

we venture to say that there is not another people under heaven more 

worthy o f  the brand o f  Babylon than those professing the Advent faith  

who reject Bible order. Is it not high time that we as a people heartily 

embrace everything that is good and right in the churches? Is it not
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blind folly to start back at the idea of system, found everywhere in 

the Bible, simply because it is observed in the fallen churches?”33

As one who had the “weight of the cause” upon him, James White 

felt impelled to take his stand for better organization among Sabba­

tarians. Castigating those who thought that “all that was necessary to 

run a train of cars was to use the brake well,”34 he firmly believed that 

in order to get the Advent movement moving it had to organize. That 

task he would pursue with full vigor between 1860 and 1863.

Meanwhile, James’ strategic place in the Sabbatarian movement 

had given him a scope of vision that not only separated him from the 

reasoning processes of many of his fellow believers but had trans­

formed his own thinking. Three points White raised in 1859 are of 

special importance as we look forward to his organizing activities in 

the early 1860s.

First, he had moved beyond the biblical literalism of his earlier 

days when he believed that the Bible must explicitly spell out each 

aspect of church organization. In 1859 he argued that “we should not 

be afraid of that system which is not opposed by the Bible, and is ap­

proved by sound sense.”35 Thus he had come to a new hermeneutic. 

He had moved from a principle o f  Bible interpretation that held that the 

only things Scripture allowed were those things it explicitly approved 

to a hermeneutic that approved o f  anything that did not contradict the 

Bible. That shift was essential to the creative steps in church organiza­

tion he would advocate in the 1860s.

That revised hermeneutic, however, put White in opposition to 

those, such as Frisbie and R. F. Cottrell, who maintained a literalistic 

approach to the Bible that demanded that it explicitly spell something 

out before the church could accept it. To answer that mentality, White 

noted that nowhere in the Bible did it say that Christians should have
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a weekly paper, operate a steam printing press, build places of wor­

ship, or publish books. He went on to argue that the “living church of 

God” needed to move forward with prayer and common sense.36

White’s second point involves a redefinition of Babylon. The ear­

liest Adventists had approached the concept in relation to oppression 

and applied it to the existing denominations. White reinterpreted it 

in terms of confusion and applied it to his fellow Sabbatarians. By 

1859 his goal had advanced to steering the Advent cause between 

the twin pitfalls of Babylon as oppressor and Babylon as confusion. 

White’s third point concerned mission. Sabbatarians must organize 

if  they were to fulfill their responsibility to preach the three angels' 

messages.

Thus between 1856 and 1859 White had shifted from a literalistic 

perspective to one much more pragmatic. That move had not come 

easily. But with a sense of responsibility to face the hard facts of life 

he, unlike some of his colleagues, had been forced to deal pragmati­

cally with the issues in a realistic way He felt impelled to move on, 

and would in the next three years take aggressive steps to put Advent­

ism on a firm organizational base in harmony with Bible principles 

and commensurate with its mission in the world.

The Final Drive for Effective 

Organization, 1860-1863

The final drive toward effective organization had three basic 

steps. The first had to do with the incorporation of church property so 

that it could be legally held and insured. James White raised the issue 

in February 1860. He flatly stated that he refused to sign notes mak­

ing him personally responsible to individuals who desired to lend 

their money to the publishing house. Thus the movement needed to
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make arrangements to hold church property in a “proper manner.”37

White’s suggestion called forth a vigorous reaction from R. F. Cot­

trell—a corresponding editor of the Review and the leader of those 

opposed to church organization. Recognizing that a church could not 

incorporate unless it had a name, Cottrell wrote that he believed “it 

would be wrong to ‘make us a name,’ since that lies at the foundation 

of Babylon.” His suggestion was that Adventists needed to trust in 

the Lord, who would repay them for any unjust losses at the end of 

time. “If any man proves a Judas, we can still bear the loss and trust 

the Lord.”38

The next issue of the Review saw a spirited response from White, 

who expressed himself “not a little surprised” at Cottrell’s remarks. 

He pointed out that the publishing office alone had thousands of dol­

lars invested “without one legal owner.” “The Devil is not dead,” he 

asserted, and under such circumstances he knew how to shut down 

the publishing house.

White went on to claim that he regarded “it dangerous to leave 

with the Lord what he has left with us.” We must operate “in a legal 

manner” if we are to be God’s faithful stewards. That is “the only way 

we can handle real estate in this world.”39 He reiterated that same 

argument on April 26, pointing out, as he had earlier, that not ev­

ery Christian duty is explicitly laid out in the Bible. At that point he 

wrote that “we believe it safe to be governed by the following rule. All 

means which, according to sound judgment, will advance the cause 

of truth, and are not forbidden by plain scripture declarations, should 

be employed.”40 With that pronouncement White placed himself fully 

on the platform of a pragmatic, commonsense approach to all issues 

not definitely settled in the Bible.

Ellen White agreed with her husband on the topic of church orga-



30 | Adventist Authority Wars

nization. She penned that Cottrell had taken a “wrong stand” and that 

“his articles were perfectly calculated to have a scattering influence, 

to lead minds to wrong conclusions.” Then she put her influence be­

hind that of her husband's in calling for church order so as “to place 

the matters of the church in a more secure position, where Satan can­

not come in and take advantage.”41

The pages of the Review throughout the summer of 1860 indicate 

that some of the Sabbatarians were coming more into harmony with 

James White on the topic of incorporating the publishing house and 

other aspects of organization. In the meantime, certain individual 

congregations had begun to organize legally in mid-1860 in order to 

protect their property.42

The property difficulty came to a head at a conference James 

White called in Battle Creek to discuss the problem along with the re­

lated issues of legal incorporation and a formal name, a requirement 

for incorporation. Between September 29 and October 2, 1860, del­

egates from at least five states discussed the situation and possible 

solutions in great detail. All agreed that whatever they did should be 

according to the Bible, but as we might expect, they disagreed over 

the hermeneutical issue of whether something needed to be explic­

itly mentioned in the Bible. James White, as usual, argued that “every 

Christian duty is not given in the Scriptures.”43 That essential point 

had to be recognized before they could make any progress toward 

legal organization. Gradually, as the various problems and options 

surfaced, the majority of the candidates accepted White’s hermeneu­

tical rule.

The October 1860 conference accomplished three main goals. 

The first involved the adoption of a constitution for the legal incorpo­

ration of the publishing association. The second was that “individual
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churches so...organize as to hold their church property or church 

buildings legally.”44

The third goal accomplished at the October 1860 meetings con­

cerned the selection of a denominational name, since the delegates 

finally agreed that there was no way to escape being viewed as a 

denomination by those looking at the movement from the outside. 

Many favored the name “Church of God,” but the group did not ac­

cept it because several other religious bodies already used it. James 

White noted that the name adopted should not be objectionable to 

the world at large. Finally, David Hewitt resolved “that we take the 

name of Seventh-day Adventists.” His motion carried, many dele­

gates recognizing that it was “expressive of our faith and [doctrinal] 

position.”45

The 1860 meetings had accomplished much, but much yet re­

mained to be done. The second stage in the final drive toward effec­

tive organization had to do with the formation of local conferences in 

1861. A special meeting was called to meet at Battle Creek between 

April 26 and 29 to discuss the issue. That meeting took two impor­

tant actions. First, it took the final steps to fully legalize the publish­

ing house. Thus the incorporation of the Seventh-day Adventist Pub­

lishing Association became official on May 3.

Of equal importance was J. N. Loughborough’s call for a “more 

complete organization of the church.” In response to that plea, the 

delegates voted that a committee of nine ministers develop a paper 

on church organization and publish it in the Review.46 That document 

appeared June 11. Among its recommendations was the formation of 

state or district conferences to regulate the work of the church in their 

respective territories.47

Reactions to the committee’s recommendations were forceful in
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some sectors of the movement—especially in the East. Many of the 

eastern leaders apparently believed that White and those in the Mid­

west had apostatized from the truth in the area of organization.48

White, of course, took vigorous exception to the anti-organization 

faction. Reporting that “the brethren in Pennsylvania voted down or­

ganization, and the cause in Ohio has been dreadfully shaken,” White 

summarized his feelings by writing that “on our eastern tour thus fa r  

we seem to be wading through the influence o f  a stupid uncertainty upon 

the subject o f  organization!’ As a result, “instead of our being a unified 

people, growing stronger, we are in many places but little better than 

broken fragments, still scattering and growing weaker.” “How long 

shall we wait?” he inquired of the Review readers.49

Ellen White was just as agitated on the topic of organization as 

her husband. She reported a vision on August 3, 1861, in which she 

was “shown that some have feared that our churches would become Bab­

ylon i f  they should organize; but those in central New York have been 

perfect Babylon, confusion. And now unless the churches are so orga­

nized that they can carry out and enforce order, they have nothing to 

hope for in the future; they must scatter into fragments.”50

The time for action had arrived. Accordingly, a general meeting 

convened in Battle Creek from October 4 through 6,1861, to form the 

first state conference. The October 1861 meeting is one of the pivotal 

events in Seventh-day Adventist history. The first item of business 

was “the proper manner of organizing churches.” As a part of that 

item, James White recommended that the members of each congre­

gation formally organize by signing a church covenant. “We, the un­

dersigned,” went his proposed covenant, “hereby associate ourselves 

together, as a church, taking the name, Seventh-day Adventists, cov­

enanting to keep the commandments of God, and the faith of Jesus
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Christ.”51

The idea of signing a covenant stimulated a lengthy discussion. 

Moses Hull saw no problem in the idea since “we pledge ourselves 

only to do one thing, to keep the commandments of God and the 

faith of Jesus.” “There can be,” he added, “nothing more in Christian­

ity.... No one can call this a creed or articles of faith.”52

Loughborough then took the lead in discussing the dangers of a 

formal creed.

• “The first step of apostasy,” he noted, “is to get up a creed, telling 

us what we shall believe.

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

• “The third is to try members by that creed.

• “The fourth to denounce as heretics those who do not believe 

that creed.

• “And, fifth, to commence persecution against such.”53

James White also weighed into the discussion. “Making a creed,” 

he declared, “is setting the stakes, and barring up the way to all fu­

ture advancement.” Those churches that had set up creeds “have 

marked out a course for the Almighty. They say virtually that the Lord 

must not do anything further than what has been marked out in the 

creed....The Bible is our creed. We reject everything in the form of a 

human creed. We take the Bible and the gifts of the Spirit; embracing 

the faith that thus the Lord will teach us from time to time. And in 

this we take a position against the formation of a creed. We are not 

taking one step, in what we are doing, toward becoming Babylon” [as 

oppression].54

The central item of business in the October 1861 meeting was the 

recommendation “to the churches in the State of Michigan to unite in 

one Conference, with the name of The Michigan Conference of Sev-
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enth-day Adventists.” The delegates adopted the recommendation 

along with a simple structure consisting of a conference president, a 

conference clerk, and a conference committee of three.55

With the first state conference a reality, others quickly appeared 

in 1862: Southern Iowa (March 16), Northern Iowa (May 10), Ver­

mont (June 15), Illinois (September 28), Wisconsin (September 28), 

Minnesota (October 4), and New York (October 25). But not all would 

follow Michigan’s lead. An examination of the above list indicates 

that New England (with the exception of Vermont) was not repre­

sented. Some of the regions in that area would not form a local con­

ference until 1870.

By 1862, however, the movement toward organization was roll­

ing at full speed. That brings us to the third stage of the final drive.

While it is true that state conferences were in the process of being 

formed, the emerging denomination had no way to coordinate their 

work or the assignment of ministers to different fields. J. H. Wag­

goner raised that issue to consciousness in a forceful manner in June 

1862. “I do not believe,” he wrote, "that we shall ever fully realize the 

benefits of organization till this matter” of a general conference “is 

acted upon.” He concluded his article by recommending that “every 

conference of Seventh-day Adventists send a delegate or delegates to 

the General Conference; and that a General Conference Committee 

be appointed, with whom the State conferences may correspond, and 

through whom they shall present their requests for laborers.”56

Several readers of the Review responded to Waggoner’s proposi­

tion with hearty affirmations in the summer of 1862. Without a gen­

eral conference that shall represent the whole body of believers, J. N. 

Andrews argued, “we shall be thrown into confusion every time that 

concert of action is especially necessary. The work of organization,
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wherever it has been entered into in a proper manner, has borne good 

fruit; and hence I desire to see it completed in such a manner as shall 

secure its full benefit, not only to each church, but to the whole body 

of brethren and to the cause of truth.”57

In October 1862 the Michigan Conference session not only set 

up operating procedures, but extended an invitation for “the several 

State Conferences to meet” with them “in general conference” at their 

1863 annual meeting.58 At James White's insistence the session was 

moved forward from October 1863 to May of that year. He believed 

it was imperative that the General Conference of Seventh-day Ad­

ventists form as soon as possible. Announcing the meeting in late 

April, White billed it as “the most important meeting ever held by the 

Seventh-day Adventists” As he saw it, the proposed General Conference 

must be “the great regulator” o f  the state conferences i f  they were to se­

cure “united, systematic action in the entire body” o f  believers. The duty 

of the General Conference would be “to mark out the general course 

to be pursued by State Conferences.” And if, White noted, “it be the 

pleasure of State Conferences to carry out the decisions of General 

Conference, unity thus far will be secured.”59

The General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists organized 

at a meeting called for that purpose in Battle Creek from May 20 to 

May 23, 1863. The enabling action read: “For the purpose of secur­

ing unity and efficiency in labor, and promoting the general interests 

of the cause of present truth, and of perfecting the organization of 

the Seventh-day Adventists, we, the delegates from the several State 

Conferences, hereby proceed to organize a General Conference, and 

adopt the following constitution for the government thereof.”60

The delegates unanimously elected James White president but 

he declined the invitation because some would interpret his forceful
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campaign for the establishment of a complete organization as a cal­

culated grab for personal power. After some discussion, the session 

chose John Byington in White’s place.61

Perspective

The battle for organization had been long and difficult, but by 

1863 it was over. With a functional organization the denomination 

was ready to move forward. Looking back at the development of or­

ganization, three things stand out.

The first key element that allowed the anti-organizational people 

to organize was a transformation of their understanding of Babylon, 

which in the 1850s morphed from an idea associated with persecu­

tion to one highlighting confusion. James White repeatedly pointed 

out that without organization their confused state did not permit 

them to move forward. When others finally accepted the new conno­

tation of Babylon, they were willing to organize, but only reluctantly. 

Their discussion of creedalism and its effects indicate their ongoing 

fear that Babylon as oppression could resurrect.

The second crucial understanding that allowed the Sabbatarians 

to organize was a transformed hermeneutic that had moved from one 

in which the only things permissible were those explicitly spelled out 

in the Bible to a hermeneutic that asserted that all things were lawful 

except those forbidden by the Bible, if  they did not violate common 

sense. It is impossible to overestimate the impact of that transforma­

tion. Without it Adventism would have been a minor footnote to the 

history of New England and the American Midwest. But through it 

White provided the means by which he and his wife could guide the 

young movement into a mission to the entire world.

The third important understanding is that the move toward orga-
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nization was fueled by a growing concept of mission. In fact, it was 

the pragmatic necessities of mission that undergirded every step in 

the organizational process and also the transformations of the bud­

ding movement’s understanding of both Babylon and hermeneutics.

At bottom, mission to the world was the only reason for orga­

nization. And by the 1890s that mission had reached around the 

world. That very success would call for adjustments in 1901 so that 

the church could even be more effective in its worldwide outreach. 

And if  the denomination is to remain effective in the 21st century, 

the logic of the 1860s and 1901 will have to continue to function in 

a rapidly growing, multiethnic church committed to the mission of 

taking the message of the three angels “to every nation, and kindred, 

and tongue, and people” (Revelation 14:6).
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CHAPTER
TWO

The Role of Union Conferences 
in Relation to Higher 

Authorities1*

There are only two truly Catholic churches in the world today: 

the Roman Catholic and the Adventist catholic.

Now that I have your attention, I trust that you realize 

that the primary meaning of the word “catholic” is “universal.”

Adventism is catholic in the sense that it has a worldwide com­

mission to fulfill—the mission of the three angels of Revelation 14 to 

take the end-time message to every nation, tongue, and people.

Perhaps the major difference between the Roman brand of Ca­

tholicism and the Adventist variety is the issue of authority. For 

Rome it is a top-down proposition. For Adventism it has traditionally 

been from the bottom up. I say traditionally because some Adven-
* The present chapter was developed as a presentation for the “Leadership Summit on Mission and 
Governance” sponsored by the Columbia Union Conference in March 2016. The stimulus for the meet­
ings was the fact that the Columbia Union Conference had been ordaining women to ministry and was 
therefore out of harmony with the General Conference as expressed in the 2015 session vote.
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tists seem to be in the valley of decision on this most important of 

all ecclesiastical issues. The real question facing the denomination is 

How catholic do we really want to be?

Expanded Mission Demands a Reorganization

In my first chapter, I highlighted how the anti-organizational peo­

ple finally managed to organize in the face of the needs of mission. 

However, in order to do that they had to see that Babylon not only 

meant oppression but also confusion. And, more importantly, they 

had to move from a literalistic hermeneutic that held that the only 

things permissible were those specifically spelled out in Scripture 

to one in which everything was permissible that did not contradict 

the Bible and was in harmony with common sense. In the end they 

organized churches, local conferences, and a general conference in 

1861/1863 for the purpose of mission, but with a cautious eye on 

higher ecclesiastical authorities removing their freedom in Christ. 

That potential problem would be highlighted in 1888 when a power­

ful General Conference president sought to block the preaching of 

righteousness by faith by Jones and Waggoner.

The 1860 organization worked well, and Adventism and its in­

stitutions by the end of the 1890s had spread around the world. In 

fact, the church of 1863 with its 3,500 members (all in North Ameri­

ca), one institution, eight conferences, and about 30 ministers could 

hardly be compared to the denomination of 1900, which was not 

only worldwide but had dozens of healthcare facilities, more than 

200 schools, and other institutions.

But growth had brought its own pains and problems to the ever- 

expanding movement. By the 1890s two major problems in the 

1860s organization had surfaced: (1) too much control by the General
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Conference over the local conferences and (2) too little control over 

the auxiliary organizations, such as those that supervised the medical 

and educational work of the denomination.

The first of those issues related most clearly to the geographical 

spread of the denomination. That problem was aggravated by the 

stand taken by the General Conference presidents. G. I. Butler, for 

example, in the late 1880s noted in connection with the formation of 

the General Conference Association that General Conference “super­

vision embraces all its interests in every part of the world. There is not 

an institution among us, not a periodical issued, not a Conference or 

society, not a mission field connected with our work, that it has not a 

right to advise and counsel and investigate. It is the highest authority 

o f  an earthly character among Seventh-day Adventists.”2 O. A. Olsen 

took the same position in 1894 when he wrote that “it is the province 

of the General Conference carefully to watch over, and have a care for, 

the work in every part of the field. The General Conference, therefore, 

is not only acquainted with the needs and conditions of every Con­

ference, but it understands these needs and conditions as they stand 

related to every other Conference and mission field.... It may also be 

thought that those in charge of local interests have a deeper interest 

in, and carry a greater responsibility for, the local work, than the Gen­

eral Conference can possibly do. Such can hardly be the case, if  the 

General Conference does its duty. The General Conference stands as 

it were in the place of the parent to the local conference.''3

That mentality in essence held that the General Conference need­

ed to be consulted on all issues of importance. It may have sounded 

like a nice idea, but in practice it didn’t work. That problem is nicely 

illustrated by A. G. Daniells speaking to the issue from the perspec­

tive of 1913. Before the adoption of the union conferences, he noted,
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every decision that transcended the decision-making responsibil­

ity of a local conference had to be referred to headquarters in Battle 

Creek. The problem was that at its best the mail took four weeks each 

direction from Australia and often arrived to find the members of the 

General Conference Executive Committee away from their offices. “I 

remember,” Daniels noted, “that we have waited three or four months 

before we could get any reply to our questions.” And even then it 

might be a five- or six-line inquiry saying that the General Confer­

ence officers really didn’t understand the issue and needed further 

information. And so it went until “after six or nine months, perhaps, 

we would get the matter settled.”4

Ellen White took the lead in combating the centralization of au­

thority in the General Conference. In 1883, for example, she wrote 

that the leading administrators had made a mistake in “each one” 

thinking “that he was the very one who must bear all the responsibili­

ties” and give others “no chance” to develop their God-given skills.5 

During the 1880s and 1890s she repeatedly advocated localized de­

cision making on the grounds that the leaders in Battle Creek could 

not possibly understand the situation as well as people on site. As 

she put it in 1896, “the men at Battle Creek are no more inspired to 

give unerring advice than are the men in other places, to whom the 

Lord has entrusted the work in their locality.”6 A year earlier she had 

written that the “work o f  God” had been “retarded by criminal unbelief 

in [God’s] power to use the common people to carry forward His work 

successfully.”7
By the end of the 1890s Ellen White would be thundering against 

the “kingly power” that the leaders in Battle Creek had taken to them­

selves. In one fascinating testimony in 1895 she wrote that “the high­

handed power that has been developed, as though position has made
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men gods, makes me afraid, and ought to cause fear. It is a curse 

wherever and by whomsoever it is exercised. This lording it over 

God’s heritage will create such a disgust of man’s jurisdiction that 

a state of insubordination will result.” She went on to state that the 

“only safe course is to remove” such leaders since “all ye are brethren,” 

lest “great harm be done.”8

Erich Baumgartner, in his study of the issues surrounding reorga­

nization, summed up the problem by noting that “the most urgent of 

the many problems were connected to an ever widening discrepancy 

between world wide church growth during the 1880’s and 1890's and 

the narrow, inflexible, central organizational base of the SDA church 

located in Battle Creek.”9 That inflexible centralized authority pre­

vented adaptation to local needs. As Ellen White put it, “the place, 

the circumstances, the interest, the moral sentiment of the people, 

will have to decide in many cases the course of action to be pursued” 

and that “those who are right on the ground are to decide what shall 

be done.”10

The denomination struggled throughout the 1890s to find a 

solution to the problem. The first attempt began in November 

1888 with the creation of four districts in North America. By 1893 

there would be six in North America and one each in Australasia 

and Europe. But the district system essentially operated as divi­

sions o f the General Conference, with each district leader being a 

member o f the General Conference Committee. Beyond that, the 

districts had no constituency or legislative authority.11 In short, 

they were not effective.

A more helpful solution was the development of a union confer­

ence by W. C. White in Australia in 1894. That act was resisted by

O. A. Olsen, the General Conference president, who told the General
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Conference Executive Committee that “he thought nothing should 

be planned so as to interfere with the general supervision and work 

legitimately belonging to the General Conference, as that is the high­

est organized authority under God on the earth.”12

But White, the leader for the Australasian district, and his col­

league Arthur G. Daniells were in a tight spot and needed to do some­

thing. That led to the appointment of a committee that developed the 

first union conference constitution, which was approved on January 

19, 1894, appointing White and Daniells president and secretary, re­

spectively.

That move was not accomplished with the help of the General 

Conference but in spite of its counsel. Years later Daniells reported 

that not everyone was happy with the union conference idea. “Some 

o f  our brethren thought then that the work was going to be wrecked, that 

we were going to tear the organization all to pieces, and get up seces­

sion out there in the South Sea islands.” But in actuality, he observed, 

the result was quite the opposite. The new organizational approach 

greatly facilitated the mission of the church in the South Pacific, 

while the new Australasian Union Conference remained a loyal and 

integral part of the General Conference system.13

That move was revolutionary. Barry Oliver in his massive study 

of the 1901/1903 reorganization, notes that “the Australasian experi­

ment represented the first time that a level of organization other than 

a local conference or the General Conference had a constituency— 

that is, it had executive powers which were granted by the levels of 

organization ‘below’ it, and not by the General Conference.”14

The second issue troubling the church during the 1890s was the 

legally independent auxiliary organizations that had developed in 

Battle Creek, including the Publishing Association, the General Tract
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and Missionary Society, the Educational Society the General Sabbath 

School Association, the Health and Temperance Association, the 

General Conference Association, the Religious Liberty Association, 

and the Foreign Mission Board. Legally each was independent, and 

there was no effective way to coordinate their work.

That was bad enough, but A. T. Robinson, president of the newly 

formed South African Conference, discovered in 1892 that he did not 

even have enough personnel to staff all of the organizations. Out of 

necessity Robinson decided that he would not create independent 

organizations but would develop departments under the leadership 

of the conference. Both Olsen and W. C. White felt concern over the 

suggestion, Olsen fearing that the plan contained “elements of danger 

in too much centralization.” The General Conference leadership even­

tually told Robinson not to develop departments. But it was too late. 

Because of the large amount of time it took to communicate, Robin­

son had already instituted the program and found that it worked.15

In 1898 Robinson moved to Australia where he became presi­

dent of the Victoria Conference. There he presented the idea to Dani- 

ells and W. C. White, who rejected it. But Robinson's local conference 

leaders had already accepted the idea on principle and voted it into 

being. Before the turn of the century both Daniells and White had ad­

opted the departmental concept and helped it find a place through­

out the various conferences in the Australasia Union.16

With that move the stage had been set for the reorganization of 

the denomination at the 1901 General Conference session. Let it be 

remembered that both o f  the major innovations were developed in re­

sponse to regional mission needs and both were developed in opposi­

tion to General Conference pronouncements and procedures. But they 

worked. The major lesson is that without the freedom to experiment
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Adventism would not have its present system of organization.

The Reorganization of 1901

The tone for the 1901 General Conference session was set for it on 

April 1, the day before the conference officially began. On that date 

Daniells chaired a meeting of denominational leaders in the Battle 

Creek College library. The major presenter was Ellen White, who in 

no uncertain terms called for “new blood” and an “entire new orga­

nization” that broadened the governing base of the denomination. 

Opposing the centralization of power in a few individuals, she left no 

doubt that “kingly, ruling power” and “any administrator who had a 

little throne’ would have to go.” She called for a “renovation without 

any delay. To have this Conference pass on and close up as the Con­

ferences have done, with the same manipulating, with the very same 

tone and the same order—God forbid! God forbid, brethren.”17

She repeated the same sentiments on the first day of the session, 

noting that “God has not put any kingly power in our ranks to control 

this or that branch of the work. The work has been greatly restricted 

by the efforts to control it in every line.... If the work had not been 

so restricted by an impediment here, and an impediment there, and 

on the other side an impediment, it would have gone forward in its 

majesty.”18

The key word in seeking to understand the 1901 session is 

“decentralization.” Some of the most important changes at the 

conference were the authorization to create union conferences 

and union missions in all parts of the world, the discontinuation 

of the auxiliary organizations as independent associations and 

their integration into the conference administrative structure, and 

the transfer of ownership and management of institutions that
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had been under General Conference jurisdiction to the respective 

unions and their local conferences.

The unions, Daniells noted, were created with “large committees, 

and full authority and power to deal with all matters within their 

boundaries.”19 And Ellen White pointed out that “it has been a neces­

sity to organize union conferences, that the General Conference shall not 

exercise dictation over all the separate conferences!’20

On the basis of those and other statements, the late Gerry 

Chudleigh has argued that the unions “were created to act as firewalls 

between the GC and the conferences, making ‘dictation’ impossible.” 

He buttressed his firewall image with two major points. First, “each 

union had its own constitution and bylaws and was to be governed 

by its own constituency.” And, second, “the officers of each union 

were to be elected by their own union constituency, and, therefore, 

could not be controlled, replaced or disciplined by the GC.”21

“To put as bluntly as possible,” Chudleigh wrote, “after 1901, 

the General Conference could vote whatever it wanted unions and 

conferences to do, or not do, but the unions and conferences were 

autonomous and could do what they believed would best advance 

the work of God in their fields. The GC executive committee, or 

the General Conference in business session, could vote to fire a 

union president or conference president, or vote to merge a union 

or conference with another one, but their vote would change noth­

ing: the union or conference would still exist and the member del­

egates could elect whomever they wanted as president.”22 A case 

in point in contemporary Adventism is the Southeastern California 

Conference, which has an ordained female president, in spite of 

the wishes of the General Conference. Some in the General Confer­

ence, in the words of Ellen White, have tried to “dictate” that she be
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removed. But there is nothing that they have been able to do about 

the situation. The firewall is in place.

Ellen White was thrilled with the results of the 1901 session with 

its creation of union conferences. To her unions were “in the order of 

God.” Near the close of the 1901 session she noted that “I was never 

more astonished in my life than at the turn things have taken in this 

meeting. This is not our work. God has brought it about.”23 And some 

months later she wrote that “during the General Conference the Lord 

wrought mightily for His people. Every time I think of that meeting, a 

sweet solemnity comes over me, and sends a glow of gratitude to my 

soul. We have seen the stately stepping of the Lord our Redeemer.”24

She was especially gratified that freedom of action had been 

opened up and that the General Conference would not be in a posi­

tion to “exercise dictation over all the separate conferences.” Along 

that line, she noted near the close of the 1901 session that “I earnestly 

hope that those laboring in the fields to which you are going will not 

think that you and they can not labor together, unless your minds run 

in the same channels as theirs, unless you view things exactly as they 

view them.”25 Early on Daniells held the same position. While he saw 

the General Conference as fostering the work in all parts o f  the world, "it 

cannot be the brains, and conscience, and mouthpiece fo r  our brethren in 

these different countries.”26

Looking back from the perspective of 1903, in his opening ad­

dress to the session Daniells was gratified that major decision-mak­

ing authority had been distributed to those “who are on the ground” 

and understood the needs of the various fields. “Many can testify that 

the blessing of God has attended the efforts that have been made to 

distribute responsibilities, and thus transfer the care, perplexity, and 

management that once centered in Battle Creek to all parts of the
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world, where they belong.”27

At the close of the 1901 session all looked good. Autonomous 

unions had transferred authority from the General Conference to lo­

cal leaders and the creation of departments had transferred authority 

over the auxiliary organizations to church leaders at all levels. It ap­

peared that the denomination had captured the elusive goal of unity 

in diversity so that it might most effectively minister to the needs of 

varying cultures around the world.

The 1903 General Conference and the 

Threat to Unity in Diversity

By early 1903 Ellen White’s euphoria at the close of the 1901 ses­

sion had disappeared. In January she wrote that “the result of the last 

General Conference has been the greatest, the most terrible sorrow of 

my life. No change was made. The spirit that should have been brought 

into the whole work as the result o f  that meeting was not brought in” 

Many “carried into their work the wrong principles that had been pre­

vailing in the work at Battle Creek.”28

When she said that “no change was made” she was speaking on 

the spiritual rather than the organizational level. The major problem 

was that the old denominational demon of “kingly power” had reas­

serted its ugly head.

At this point we need to go back and take a closer look at 

the denomination’s auxiliary organizations. In the monopolistic 

spirit of the times each was seeking to control all the institutions 

around the world from the institutions in Battle Creek. Thus the 

Review and Herald was seeking to control all other publishing 

houses, W. W. Prescott was not only head of the Adventist Educa­

tional Association but also president of three colleges simultane-
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ously, and John Harvey Kellogg was seeking worldwide control 

through the Medical Missionary and Benevolent Association and 

the massive Battle Creek Sanitarium. As a result, “kingly power” 

was not merely a problem of the General Conference president 

but also of the leaders of the various independent organizations.

The reorganization in 1901 had largely taken care of the problem 

through its development of the departmental system and its trans­

fer of the ownership of institutional properties to the various levels 

of the church. But there was one glaring exception to that success: 

Namely, Kellogg and his medical empire, which had more employees 

than all other sectors of the church combined and had been granted 

roughly one fourth of the positions on the General Conference Exec­

utive Committee in 1901. It didn't take long for the assertive Kellogg 

to run into a struggle with the equally adamant Daniells, the new 

president of the General Conference. The struggle itself was nothing 

new. The doctor had always jealously guarded his sector of the Ad­

ventist pie. He had no use for any church leaders who attempted to 

block the development of his program. As early as 1895 we find him 

referring to conference presidents as “little popes.” But by 1903, as C. 

H. Parsons put it, Kellogg filled “the position of pope completely” in 

the medical program.29

That was bad enough. But, unfortunately, Daniells in his drive 

to bring Kellogg and his associates into line had by 1903 resur­

rected tendencies to “kingly power” in the presidential office. That 

development was natural enough. After all, power generally has to 

be met by power. But Ellen White was distraught at the develop­

ment. On April 3 in the testimony in which she noted that unions 

had been organized so that the General Conference could not “ex­

ercise dictation over all the separate conferences” she again raised
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the topic of “kingly authority” and noted that “the General Confer­

ence has fallen into strange ways, and we have reason to marvel that 

judgment has not fallen” on it.30

Nine days later she wrote to Daniells himself, telling him that he 

needed to “be careful how we press our opinions upon those whom 

God has instructed.... Brother Daniells, God would not have you sup­

pose that you can exercise a kingly power over your brethren.”31 That 

was not the last rebuke she would send him. The years to come would 

see similar counsel to him and others in leadership.32

One o f  the casualties o f  the struggle between Kellogg and Daniells 

in 1902 and 1903 was the careful balance o f  unity in diversity that had 

been achieved in 1901. Ellen White back in 1894 had set forth “unity 

in diversity” as “God’s plan,” with unity being achieved by each aspect 

of the work being connected to Christ the vine.33 In 1901 and early 

1902 Daniells had championed that ideal, noting in 1902 to the Euro­

pean Union Conference that just “because a thing is done in a certain 

way in one place is not reason why it should be done in the same way 

in another place, or even in the same place at the same time.”34

But that ideal began to give way by late 1902 as the Kellogg forces 

sought to unseat Daniells and replace him with A. T. Jones, who was 

by that time in the doctor's camp.35 In that struggle the Kellogg/Jones 

forces were pushing for diversity. That dynamic impelled Daniells to 

emphasize unity as he moved toward a more authoritative stance. 

Thus the delicate balance related to unity in diversity lost out soon 

after the 1901 session. And, as Oliver points out, unity at the expense 

o f  diversity has been the focus o f  the General Conference ever since the 

1902 crisis.36

Yet, Oliver notes in his very sophisticated discussion of the top­

ic, in the long run “unity is dependent on the recognition o f  diversity,”



54 | Adventist Authority Wars

and that we should see the denomination’s diversity as a tool to help 

the church reach an extremely diverse world. From Oliver’s perspec­

tive, Adventism in the 21st century is one of the most ethnically 

and culturally diverse groups in the world. Diversity is a fact that 

cannot be suppressed. “If  diversity is neglected, the church will be 

unable to perform its task.... The church which subordinates the 

need to recognize diversity to a demand for unity is denying the 

very means by which it is best equipped to accomplish the task.... 

The issue for the Seventh-day Adventist Church is whether or not 

unity is to be regarded as that organizing principle whose impor­

tance eclipses that of all other principles.” “A commitment to a doc­

trine of unity which imposes alien forms on any group, when ad­

equate Christian forms could be derived from within the culture of 

the group itself, does not enhance unity.” Oliver prods us a bit when 

he suggests that what Adventists need to ask themselves is whether 

their goal is unity or mission.37

Before moving away from the topic of unity in diversity it 

should be noted that unity and uniformity are not the same thing. 

Some have argued that Adventism must be united in mission, its 

core message, and in servanthood, but not in everything. In fact, 

these persons suggest that many issues need to be decided by lo­

cality and even by individuals. A movement can be united without 

being uniform. Unfortunately, in the drive for unity the General 

Conference has too often failed to note that distinction. One size 

fits all is too often the goal. In the process it has spawned disunity 

among various cultural groups.

One of the purposes of the 1901 reorganization was to foster lo­

calized decision making that could contribute to the ideal of unity 

in diversity through what Chudleigh called the union conference
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“firewall.” Chudleigh in his thought-provoking Who Runs the Church? 

illustrates how the General Conference has progressively sought to 

weaken the firewall of autonomous unions through official actions 

that have sought to make unions obligated to follow all policies and 

programs and initiatives “adopted and approved by the General 

Conference of Seventh-day Adventists in its quinquennial sessions” 

and by taking initiatives and making pronouncements in areas that 

church members and even leaders have come to believe are within its 

rightful jurisdiction even if  they are not. Since such actions are large­

ly accepted without question, Chudleigh concludes that “the more 

well-accepted a GC initiative is, the more it contributes to members 

believing the Seventh-day Adventist Church is hierarchical.”38

The General Conference as the 

Highest Authority on Earth

Tensions between the authority of the General Conference and 

that of the local conferences have existed from early in the history 

of organized Adventism. In August 1873, in the context of a lack of 

respect for General Conference officers, James White noted that “our 

General Conference is the highest earthly authority with our people, 

and is designed to take charge of the entire work in this and all other 

countries.”39 Then in 1877 the General Conference in session voted 

that “the highest authority under God among Seventh-day Adventists 

is found in the will of the body of that people, as expressed in the de­

cisions of the General Conference when acting within its proper juris­

diction; and that such decisions should be submitted to by all without 

exception, unless they can be shown to conflict with the word o f  God and 

the rights o f  individual conscience.”40

That vote seems clear enough and both of the Whites accepted
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it. Please note, however, that it did highlight limitations related to 

the “proper jurisdiction” of the General Conference and “the rights of 

individual conscience.” We will return to both of those items below.

So the matter of the authority of the General Conference was set­

tled. Or was it? Ellen White would make some interesting statements 

on the topic in the 1890s. In 1891, for example, she wrote that “I was 

obliged to take the position that there was not the voice of God in 

the General Conference management and decisions.... Many of the 

positions taken, going forth as the voice of the General Conference, 

have been the voice of one, two, or three men who were misleading 

the Conference.”41 Again in 1896 she noted that the General Confer­

ence “is no longer the voice of God.”42 And in 1901 she wrote that 

“the people have lost confidence in those who have management of 

the work. Yet we hear that the voice of the [General] Conference is 

the voice of God. Every time I have heard this, I have thought it was 

almost blasphemy. The voice of the conference ought to be the voice 

of God, but it is not.”43

An analysis of those negative statements indicates that they refer 

to occasions when the General Conference did not act as a represen­

tative body, when its decision-making authority was centralized in a 

person or a few people, or when the General Conference had not been 

following sound principles.44 That conclusion lines up with Ellen 

White's statements across time. In fact, she specifically spoke to the 

point in a manuscript read before the delegates of the 1909 General 

Conference session in which she responded to the schismatic activi­

ties of A. T. Jones and others. “At times,” she told the delegates, “when 

a small group of men entrusted with the general management of the 

work have, in the name of the General Conference, sought to carry 

out unwise plans and to restrict God’s work, I have said that I could
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no longer regard the voice of the General Conference, represented by 

these few men, as the voice of God. But this is not saying that the de­

cisions of a General Conference composed of an assembly of duly ap­

pointed, representative men from all parts of the field should not be 

respected. God has ordained that the representatives of His church 

from all parts of the earth, when assembled in a General Conference, 

shall have authority.”45

So the matter is settled. Or is it? Has the General Conference in 

session evolved beyond the stage of fallibility as God’s voice? Does 

an official vote of a worldwide conclave have something akin to papal 

infallibility? Some wonder.

Chief among the wonderers in 2017 are the church’s young adults 

in the developed nations, many of them well-educated professionals. 

In all honesty and sincerity they are not only asking questions, but 

many are deeply disturbed.

How, some of them want to know, does the voice of God operate 

when it is widely reported that delegates in some unions in at least 

two divisions on two continents were told in no uncertain terms 

how to vote on such issues as women’s ordination, knowing that 

they could face a grilling if  the secret vote went wrong? They won­

der how Ellen White would see such maneuvering in relation to the 

voice of God.

And these young adults wonder about the booing and heckling 

of Jan Paulsen when he raised issues related to ordination with no 

immediate, significant public rebuke by the denomination’s highest 

authorities. One can only wonder how Ellen White would factor the 

voice of God into such dynamics, or whether she would have seen 

shades of Minneapolis.

Thoughtful young adults also wonder how serious the General
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Conference president himself is in interpreting all of the voted-in- 

session actions as being the voice of God. A widely publicized case 

in point took place on Sabbath, November 11, 2011, in Melbourne, 

Australia. The Victoria Conference had planned a city-wide regional 

meeting, which would feature the General Conference president. Part 

of the day’s activities included the ordination of two men and the 

commissioning of one woman in a united service. Both the ordaining 

and the commissioning were in line with General Conference policy, 

but the General Conference president insisted at the last minute that 

the integrated service be divided into two separate services: one for 

ordination and the other for commissioning, so that he could partici­

pate only in the service for the two males without having to be associ­

ated with the commissioning.

Now young adult thinking at its best would have to grant the 

president the right of conscience to not participate in the commis­

sioning of a female if  he did not believe in it. In fact, that appears 

to be in line with the ruling of the 1877 General Conference session 

that respected “the rights of individual conscience” even in the face 

of a “highest authority under God” vote by the General Conference 

in session.46 That is clear enough. But to thinking people it has raised 

related questions. For example, if the General Conference president 

can choose not to line up with a session-voted policy, might they 

do the same thing on the basis of conscience? More seriously, why 

couldn’t an entire union constituency act on the same conscience- 

based rationale? Many have viewed the actions of the denomination’s 

president as having set a precedent in taking a step that put him out 

of harmony with the policy of the world church.

Other questions have surfaced in the minds of the denomina­

tion’s young adults. One has to do with the “rumor” that some of the
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top denominational leadership would like to reverse the General 

Conference actions that have allowed for the ordination of local fe­

male elders and the commissioning of female pastors. What does that 

tell us about the “voice of God” votes? That some are wrong? And if 

some are mistakes, how do we know which ones?

And, finally, some have wondered if  Adventism might have a 

problem in that it has developed a polity for the world church based 

on democratic procedures in a population in which most of the vot­

ers come from countries that lack a truly functional democratic heri­

tage and where top down commands even affect secret voting. And, 

given the small proportion of votes in North America, Europe, and 

Australia, they wonder if the special needs of those fields ever will be 

able to be met unless they are voted on by the majority of the church, 

which may not understand the situations or even care about them.

It appears that in 2017 the dynamics of 1901 have been turned 

on their head. Then the problem was North America not being sensi­

tive to the needs of the mission fields. Now it is the former mission 

fields not being sensitive to the needs of North America. And with 

that issue we have returned to the role of unions and why they were 

created in the first place: because people on location understand 

their needs better than people at a distance.

A Contemporary Illustration of the Tension 

Between Unions and Higher Authorities

It should not come as a surprise to anyone reading this that the 

most serious issue related to the tension between union conferences 

and the General Conference in 2017 is the question of the ordination 

of women to the gospel ministry. I do not want to spend much time 

on this issue, but it would not be totally responsible for me to neglect
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the topic.

Before moving into the issue itself, it should be noted that the re­

cently voted Adventist position on ordination is a problem for many 

evangelicals and others. For example, one Wheaton College biblical 

scholar recently told one of my friends that he could not understand 

how a denomination that had a female prophet as its most influen­

tial clergy person could take such a stand. The vote in such people’s 

minds is either a sign of hypocrisy or a breakdown of logic or both.

Here we need to look at some basic facts. After all, female 

ordination

• is not a biblical issue (years of study on the topic have not 

created consensus and neither will repeated votes),

• is not a Spirit of Prophecy issue, and

• is not a General Conference policy issue.

That last point has been widely misunderstood. At no time has 

the Seventh-day Adventist Church specified a gender qualification 

for ordination.47 The General Conference Secretariat has recently 

argued otherwise on the basis of male gender language used in the 

Working Policy’s discussion of qualifications for ordination.48 But, as 

Gary Patterson has pointed out, "the working policy was filled with 

male gender language until the 1980s when it was decided to change 

its wording to gender neutral. An editorial group was assigned the 

task, and made the changes. The fact that they changed all the rest 

of the document, but not the wording in the ordination section does 

not constitute a policy, unless it is listed in the criteria for ordination, 

which it notably is not.” The editorial decision, Patterson points out, 

was based on precedent or tradition since all ordained ministers up 

to that time had been male.49 And while tradition in itself may be 

good enough for the Roman branch of Catholicism, it has never held
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authoritative weight in Adventism. If the Secretariat’s argument is 

viewed as conclusive, then we have editors developing binding pol­

icy for the world church rather than a vote at a General Conference 

session. That, needless to say, has serious implications.

At this point we need to return to the General Conference action 

of 1877 that stipulated that a vote of a General Conference session is 

the highest authority on earth “when acting within its proper jurisdic­

tion.”50 Since the selection of who to ordain was in the 1860s made a 

prerogative of the conferences and in the early 1900s was transferred 

to the unions, it does not fall into the jurisdiction of the General Con­

ference. Thus rulings by the General Conference on the gender issue 

are outside its jurisdiction until an action is taken to make gender 

a requirement for ordination. From that perspective, the unions in 

the North American Division made a major mistake when they asked 

the General Conference for permission to ordain women. Rather, the 

unions should have followed the logic of James White, who repeat­

edly noted that all things are lawful that do not contradict Scripture 

and are in harmony with common sense.51

Before moving away from the topic of policy, we need to listen to 

another point made by Gary Patterson. “There is,” he wrote, “a percep­

tion existing that the General Conference cannot violate policy, that 

whatever it does constitutes policy, but this is not so. The General 

Conference can violate policy just as well as any other level of the 

church, if  and when it acts contrary to the provisions of policy. Unless 

and until the General Conference changes its policy by vote, any ac­

tion contrary to that policy is a violation. Thus, the unions are not out 

of policy on this matter of gender inclusiveness in the ordination of 

ministers. The General Conference itself is out of policy by intruding 

where it does not have authority.”52
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At the 1990 General Conference session the denomination offi­

cially voted not to ordain women to the gospel ministry because of 

“the possible risk of disunity, dissension, and diversion from the mis­

sion of the church.”53 That was 27 years ago and the passage o f  time 

has demonstrated that unity can be fractured from more than one direc­

tion. It is no longer a question of dividing the church and hindering 

mission. THE CHURCH IS ALREADY DIVIDED. And whether those 

inside of the moat recognize it or not, significant numbers of young 

adults are leaving the church over the issue even as many more, while 

still attending, have tuned out the authority of the church.

The denomination needs to see that this problem will not simply 

disappear. Somewhat like the issue of slavery in the United States 

from the 1820s to the 1860s, the ordination of women will stay on 

the agenda no matter how much money is spent in studying the topic 

and no matter how many votes are taken. Without adequate scrip­

tural grounding, legislation at the worldwide level of the General 

Conference will not and cannot bring resolution.

And once again we are back to the reason that unions were cre­

ated in 1901. Namely, that the people on the ground are best able 

to decide how to facilitate mission in their areas. And here I  might 

suggest that the real issue in 2017 is not the ordination o f  women but 

the role o f  union conferences. The ordination problem is only a surface 

issue. But it is one that cannot be avoided. And here I need to back­

track from a position I suggested to the annual leadership seminar 

of the North American Division in December 2012. At that time I 

noted that the problem could be solved by just doing away with the 

word “ordination” (which in the sense we use it is not biblical) and 

just commission all pastors regardless of gender. But I have come to 

see that as a copout and an avoidance of the real issue of the relation
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between unions and the General Conference.

That thought brings me to my final point.

There Is an Authority Higher Than That of 

the General Conference

Here we need to remember the title of this chapter: “The Role of 

Union Conferences in Relation to Higher Authorities”—plural. While 

the General Conference in session may be the highest authority on 

earth, there is yet a higher authority in heaven. Ellen White made that 

point when she wrote in 1901 that “men are not capable of ruling the 

church. God is our Ruler.”54

With that in mind, we need to briefly mention several points:

1. It is God through the Holy Spirit who calls pastors and equips 

them with spiritual gifts (Ephesians 4:11). The church does 

not call a pastor.

2. Ordination as we know it is not a biblical concept, but one 

developed in the history of the early church and, notes Ellen 

White, was eventually “greatly abused” and “unwarrantable 

importance was attached to the act.”55

3. The laying on of hands, however, is a biblical concept and 

served in the Bible, according to The Acts o f  the Apostles, as a 

“public recognition” that God had already called the recipi­

ents. By that ceremony no power or qualification was added 

to the ordinands.56 Over time, the early church began to call 

the ceremony of laying on of hands an ordination service. 

But “the English word ‘ordination,’ to which we have become 

accustomed, derives not from any Greek word used in the 

New Testament, but from the Latin ordinare”57

4. The Seventh-day Adventist Church recognizes God’s call of
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both males and females to the pastoral ministry by the lay­

ing on of hands. That is biblical. BUT it calls the dedication 

of males “ordination” and that for females “commissioning.” 

That is not biblical. Rather, it is merely a word game that ap­

parently has medieval concepts of ordination at its root since 

there is certainly no grounding for it in either the Bible or 

Ellen White’s writings.

And here we are back to the question I raised at the beginning of 

this chapter. Are we happy being catholic in the traditional Adventist 

sense or do we prefer the Roman type? When any organization, in­

cluding Adventism, begins to impose nonbiblical ideas contrary to 

such biblical ones as pastoral calling and the laying on of hands in 

recognition of God’s call, it may be coming perilously close to repli­

cating some of the most serious mistakes of Roman Catholicism.

Here Matthew 18:18 is informative. From the perspective of 

Rome the idea is that whatever the church votes on earth is ratified 

in heaven. But the Greek in the verse actually says that “whatever you 

bind on the earth will have been bound in heaven” (cf. NASB). The 

Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary has it correct when it notes 

that “even here Heaven’s ratification of the decision on earth will take 

place only if  the decision is made in harmony with the principles of 

heaven.”58 It is God who calls. All the church can do is recognize that 

call through the biblical act of laying on of hands.

After 115 years Adventism is still faced with the twin Romish 

temptations of kingly power and top-down authority. But unlike the 

church before the 1901 reorganization, the denomination now has 

the machinery in place to effectively reject the challenge. Yet it re­

mains for some future historian to report on whether 21st-century 

Adventism decided to use or neglect that machinery.
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CHAPTER
THREE

Catholic or Adventist:
The Ongoing Struggle 

Over Authority + 9.5 Theses*

On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses 

to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. 

This year the Protestant world is celebrating the 500th an­

niversary of that event. On May 8 General Conference president Ted

* This chapter was developed as a presentation for the Unity 2017 Conference sponsored by 10 union 
conferences from four divisions held in London in June 2017. The stimulus for the meetings was the 
recommendation from the General Conference presidential offices in September 2016 to dissolve the 
Pacific and Columbia Union Conferences and recreate them as missions. That approach was dropped. 
Subsequently, the General Conference Secretariat the same month developed a 50-page document en­
titled “A  Study of Church Governance and Unity" that highlighted the need for unity and the improper 
stance of those union conferences out of harmony with General Conference policy, with a focus on 
noncompliance over issues of ordination. This chapter is in part a critique of the positions set forth in 
that paper. The final outcome of the October 2016 General Conference meetings was to recommend that 
a procedure be developed to deal with the noncompliant unions. That procedure was to be spelled out 
in more detail at the October 2017 Annual Council. The Unity 2017 meetings were called to formulate 
a response to the actions of the General Conference.

It should be noted that the section of this paper on “The Earliest Adventists and Ecclesiastical 
Authority” (pp. 80-84) and the first part of the section on “Ecclesiastical Tensions” (pp. 84-89) have 
borrowed heavily from material in the first two chapters.



70 | Adventist Authority Wars

Wilson, addressing the faculty of Middle East University, cited Ellen 

White, who predicted that Seventh-day Adventists would carry that 

Reformation on until the end of time. Beyond that, he quoted 2 Tim­

othy 1:7: “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and 

of love and of a sound mind” (NKJV).1 With that good advice in mind, 

we will begin our study of the history of authority in Adventism with 

Luther and his struggle with the Roman Church.

Given my topic, many people would expect me to deal with the 

theme of the development of ecclesiastical authority in Adventism. 

But the authority of the church in the denomination is contexted 

within Adventism’s understanding of the authority of the Bible 

and that of Ellen White. As a result, I have divided this chapter into 

three parts: Adventism’s approach to biblical authority, Ellen White's 

thoughts on authority, and the development of authoritative struc­

tures in the Seventh-day Adventist Church.

Adventism’s Historical Approach to Biblical Authority

Adventism has historically viewed itself as a child of the Prot­

estant Reformation. As a result, it is crucial that we recognize that 

the Reformation was not primarily about indulgences or even justi­

fication by faith. At its heart the Reformation was about the issue of 

authority.

“What is new in Luther,” Heiko Oberman writes, “is the notion 

of absolute obedience to the Scriptures against any authorities; be 

they popes or councils.”2 That thought is evident in his testimony 

before the Diet of Worms: “Unless I am convinced by the testimony 

of the Holy Scriptures or by evident reason—for I can believe nei­

ther pope nor councils alone...—I consider myself convicted by the 

testimony of Holy Scripture, which is my basis; my conscience is
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captive to the Word of God. Thus I cannot and will not recant, be­

cause acting against one's conscience is neither safe nor sound. God 

help me. Amen.”3

Ellen White’s comments on Luther in The Great Controversy are 

helpful. Luther “firmly declared that Christians should receive no 

other doctrines than those which rest on the authority of the Sacred 

Scriptures. These words struck at the very foundation of papal su­

premacy. They contained the vital principle of the Reformation.”4 

Again she penned, the Romanists “sought to maintain their power, 

not by appealing to the Scriptures, but by a resort to threats.”5 Finally, 

we read that “in our time there is a wide departure from their [the 

Scriptures’] doctrines and precepts, and there is need of a return to 

the great Protestant principle—the Bible, and the Bible only, as the 

rule of faith and duty.... The same unswerving adherence to the word 

of God manifested at that crisis of the Reformation is the only hope 

of reform today.”6

At this point it is important to realize that Adventism’s prima­

ry Reformation heritage is not Lutheranism or Calvinism but Ana- 

baptism or the Radical Reformation, which in essence held that the 

magisterial reformers had not been consistent in their Bible-only 

approach. For the Anabaptists it was wrong to stop where Luther, 

Calvin, or Zwingli did theologically. As a result, they moved beyond 

such teachings as infant baptism and state support of the church and 

toward the ideals of the New Testament church.

Perhaps the best representative religious body in the spirit of 

Anabaptism in 19th-century America was the Restorationist move­

ment, for which there was no creed but the Bible itself. Their drive to 

get back to the Bible set the stage for Adventism. Both Joseph Bates 

and James White came to Adventism from the Christian Connexion,
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a branch of Restorationism. For White, “every Christian is...in duty 

bound to take the Bible as a perfect rule of faith and duty.”7

In summary, Adventism at its best in 2017 stands on a firm plat­

form of the Bible only as the rule of faith and practice. One of the 

unfortunate features of Roman Catholicism and many other Chris­

tian movements in history is that when they could not establish their 

claims from the Bible they were tempted to use threats and force 

backed up by ecclesiastical authority.

At this point in our discussion of biblical authority we need to 

briefly examine two passages: the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15 and 

the binding and loosening function of the church in Matthew 18:18. 

Those passages have become important due to their use in recent 

documents produced by the General Conference. In those documents 

a favorite passage is Acts 15. A September 2016 document notes that 

“what is often called the ‘Jerusalem Council’ is significant almost as 

much for its process as for the theological decision that resulted.” The 

decision of the Council “was regarded as binding on churches every­

where.” And, we read, “in summary, the lesson of the Jerusalem Coun­

cil is this: in the Church, diversity o f  practice can be allowed, but only 

after a representative body has agreed to allow some variation,”8 That is 

an astounding conclusion, since the lesson from the Jerusalem Coun­

cil is exactly the opposite. In Acts 15 the diversity had already been 

taking place. The Council met and validated that existing diversity, 

which previously had been blessed by the Holy Spirit.

But, as we will see, that reversal of fact is only one problematic as­

pect of the September 2016 document’s use of Acts 15 when viewed 

from the perspective of what has actually taken place in recent Ad­

ventist history. But before treating that history it will be helpful to 

examine Ellen White’s remarks on the Council. In The Acts o f  theApos-
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ties she notes that “it was the voice of the highest authority upon the 

earth,” a descriptor she would also apply to General Conference ses­

sions. Those words are also found in The Story o f  Redemption, where 

the section on the Council has the editorial title o f  “The First General 

Conference!’ The section notes that the Council was called because the 

Jews did not believe that God would authorize a change from tradi­

tional practices. But, she concludes that “God Himself had decided 

this question by favoring the Gentiles with the Holy Ghost” to dem­

onstrate the need for change. In short, God had given the Spirit to the 

Gentiles in the same manner as He had to the Jews.9 Thus unity in 

diversity was approved.

The point about the Spirit settling the matter is an interesting 

one, since at the 2015 General Conference session there was no testi­

mony from female pastors regarding how the Holy Spirit had blessed 

their ministries in the same way as that of males, the very type of 

testimony that had led to breaking the deadlock over accepting Gen­

tiles in Acts 15 (see verses 8-9) and had reinforced many members 

of the General Conference-appointed Theology of Ordination Study 

Committee to approve by a strong majority the concept of allowing 

those divisions that desired to ordain females to move forward. In 

that sense the decision-making process of Acts 15 was not followed 

in 2015.

A further point to note is that in Acts 15 all of the decisions had a 

clear biblical base. The same cannot be said of the 2015 General Con­

ference session vote, as we will see in our treatment of Adventism’s 

ecclesiological authority.

Several other points should be made in relation to Acts 15. First, 

Paul later opted to not follow the Council’s decision of Acts 15:20,29 

in regard to abstaining from food sacrificed to idols. That is evident
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from 1 Corinthians 10:23-30,10 where in verses 25 and 27 he claims 

that it is permissible to eat meat offered to idols if  it does not offend 

anyone, a ruling that goes directly against Acts 15 with its categorical 

prohibition. So we find Paul adding conditions and making excep­

tions based on cultural context. What Paul could have done was to 

announce that the first General Conference in session had passed a 

universal rule and that he had a copy of the letter to prove it. That 

would have solved the problem and saved Paul a lot of ink and expla­

nation. In actuality, we do not find Paul in any of his letters referring 

to the Acts 15 Council, even though it could have been helpful to him.

A second point that should be noted is that the Seventh-day Ad­

ventist Church does not follow the “universal” rulings of Acts 15:20, 

29 in that it does not prohibit the eating of blood by requiring flesh 

eaters in its midst to eat only kosher meat that has been killed in the 

proper way so that the blood is drained completely from it. So we find 

the Adventists being similar to Paul in interpreting and discarding 

aspects of the ruling largely based on cultural considerations.

With those facts in mind, it can be argued that the real lesson to 

be gained from Acts 15 is one of unity in diversity, with Jewish and 

Gentile Christians having freedom to follow differing paths because 

the Holy Spirit fell in the same way on both groups.

Regarding Matthew 18:18, the September 2016 documents pro­

duced by the General Conference Secretariat claim that “Seventh-day 

Adventists believe the authority granted to the Church by Jesus en­

ables Church leaders to make decisions that bind all members.” Such 

leadership decisions, the documents note, are made “at GC Sessions 

and Annual Councils.” 11

That is an interesting perspective, especially in the light of the 

Roman Catholic Church’s usage of that passage and its parallel in
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Matthew 16:19 to teach that whatever the church votes on earth 

is ratified in heaven. But the Greek in the verse actually says that 

“whatever you bind on the earth will have been bound in heaven.” 

(cf. NASB). The Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary has it cor­

rect when it notes that “even here Heaven’s ratification of the deci­

sion on earth will take place only if  the decision is made in har­

mony with the principles of Heaven.”12

The Commentary’s remark on the parallel passage in Matthew 

16:19 is even clearer. Namely, the binding and loosening function of 

the church is “to require or to prohibit whatever Inspiration clearly 

reveals. But to go beyond this is to substitute human authority for 

the authority of Christ..., a tendency that Heaven will not tolerate 

in those who have been appointed to the oversight of the citizens of 

the kingdom of heaven on earth.”13 Ellen White makes the same point 

when she notes that “whatever the church does that is in accordance 

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

What is most interesting in the General Conference's repeated 

use of the binding and loosening verses is that it consistently uses 

Matthew 18:18 and neglects Matthew 16:19. That is understandable 

since Matthew 16:18-19 not only sets forth the binding function of 

the church but also contains Christ’s remark about Peter and the 

rock upon which Christ will build His church and the keys of the 

kingdom, making it the foundation of Roman Catholic ecclesiology. 

With that in mind, it is easier to see why the General Conference 

documents emphasize Matthew 18:18 but avoid the parallel pas­

sage. There is not much to be gained in using Catholicism’s favorite 

passage even if  it makes the same essential point. But a fascinating 

aspect of the use of those verses is that both the Adventists in their 

recent documents and the Roman Catholics have misread the text
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in the same manner for similar ends.

One interesting point related to the General Conference’s use of 

Matthew 18 is that it is not the church that calls pastors but, accord­

ing to Ephesians 4:11, God. All the earthly church can do is bind or 

ratify God’s decision through commissioning or ordaining. That is 

biblical, as is the laying on of hands in recognition of God’s call. What 

is not biblical is ordination as we know it. In fact, our English word 

“ordination” does not derive from “any Greek word used in the New 

Testament, but from the Latin ordinaire!’15 As a result, modern trans­

lations tend to use such words as “appoint” or “consecrate” where the 

I<JV uses “ordain.”16 The word “ordination” as Adventists use it is not a 

biblical teaching but one that finds its roots in the early and early-medi­

eval church.17 From that perspective, the distinction between ordaining 

and commissioning is a word game o f  no biblical substance.

Ellen White’s Historical Approach to Authority

At the very heart of Ellen White’s understanding of religious au­

thority was the place of the Bible. “The Bible,” she wrote, “must be 

our standard for every doctrine and practice.... We are to receive no 

one’s opinion without comparing it with the Scriptures. Here is di­

vine authority which is supreme in matters of faith. It is the word 

of the living God that is to decide all controversies.”18 That thought 

undergirded Ellen White’s theology throughout her long ministry.

In regard to her own authority, she (as did the other founders of 

Adventism) regarded it as derived from the authority of Scripture 

and subservient to it. She pictured her relation to the Bible as “a lesser 

light to lead men and women to the greater light.”19

In many ways the most enlightening episode regarding Ellen 

White's position on authority took place in relation to the 1888 Gen-
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eral Conference session.20 At that event she had to confront those 

pushing traditional Adventist perspectives at several levels of human 

authority. One approach was General Conference president G. I. But­

ler’s self-perception of having “the highest position that our people 

could impose” and his claim of special rights and responsibilities 

in settling theological issues in the church. Ellen White made short 

shrift of that approach. Soon after the 1888 meetings she wrote that 

Butler “thinks his position gives him such power that his voice is in­

fallible.” “No man is to be authority for us,” she penned.21

A second approach she had to deal with was the attempt to use 

Adventist tradition to solve the biblical issues. She responded to that 

tactic by writing that “as a people we are certainly in great danger, if 

we are not constantly guarded, of considering our ideas, because long 

cherished, to be Bible doctrines and on every point infallible, and 

measuring everyone by the rule of our interpretation of Bible truth. 

This is our danger, and this would be the greatest evil that could ever 

come to us as a people.”22

A third category of human authority she had to face in the 1888 

era was the drive at the Minneapolis session to solve the theological 

and biblical issues by establishing the denomination’s official posi­

tion through a formal vote of the General Conference in session. As 

usual, Ellen White had words for the denomination on that topic. “The 

church” she penned, “may pass resolution upon resolution to put down 

all disagreement o f  opinions, but we cannot force the mind and will, and 

thus root out disagreement. These resolutions may conceal the discord, 

but they cannot quench it and establish perfect agreement. Nothing can 

perfect unity in the church but the spirit o f  Christlike forbearance.” W. C. 

White expressed his view regarding an official vote to settle the dis­

puted issues by declaring to the Minneapolis delegates that he would
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feel compelled "to preach what he believed, whatever way the confer­

ence decided the question” at hand.23

Unrelated to the 1888 event, but intimately connected to the 

problem of churchly authority, is Ellen White’s statement in The Great 

Controversy that “the very beginning o f  the great apostasy was in seek­

ing to supplement the authority o f  God by that o f  the church!’24

A second major topic related to Ellen White’s historic view on au­

thority has to do with the General Conference as God's highest au­

thority on earth. That topic will be treated in the next major section of 

this chapter, which deals with ecclesiastical authority in Adventism.

But before moving to that topic we need to examine briefly 

Ellen White’s perspective on ordination. We noted earlier that or­

dination as practiced by the church is not a biblical issue. But, 

according to Ellen White, it did become an important issue in 

the history of the early church. In treating the laying of hands on 

Paul and Barnabas in Acts 13:3, she writes that God “instructed 

the church...to set them apart publicly to the work of the min­

istry. Their ordination was a public recognition o f  their divine ap­

pointment.” They “had already received their commission from  God 

H imself and the ceremony of the laying on of hands added no new 

grace or virtual qualification.... By it the seal of the church was set 

upon the work of God.... At a later date the rite o f  ordination by the 

laying on o f  hands was greatly abused; unwarrantable importance 

was attached to the act, as if  a power came at once upon those 

who received such ordination.”25 In speaking of the same event in 

another place she says much the same thing, but adds that their 

ordination by the laying on of hands “was merely setting the seal 

of the church upon the work of God—an acknowledged form of 

designation to an appointed office.”26
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By speaking of abuse of the term “ordination” in the church, El­

len White is undoubtedly referring in part to the sacerdotal approach 

to the authority of the priesthood conferred by ordination that gave 

them such power as to transform the bread and wine into the actual 

body and blood of Christ. But more to the point is the hierarchical 

power of the higher clergy, in which excessive authority has tradition­

ally been granted to bishops with special headship function as fa­

thers of the church. Such power is conferred through the “sacrament 

of holy orders or ordination.”27

Given the amount of heat generated in some Adventist circles 

on the topic of ordination, one might surmise that somehow power 

and authority is being transferred to the ordinand. While that might 

do for Roman Catholic theology, it does not hold up in either the 

Bible or Ellen White. To the contrary, just as baptism does not erase 

original sin but is rather an outward symbol of a changed heart, and 

just as the bread and the wine are not magically transformed into 

the actual body and blood of Christ in the sacrifice of the Mass but 

are rather symbols of what Christ accomplished on the cross, so it is 

that the laying on of hands in what has come to be called ordination 

does not confer power but is symbolic in recognition of the power al­

ready conferred by God in the calling and empowerment of a pastor. 

What counts is not the act o f  ordination but the calling o f  God. And the 

Seventh-day Adventist Church has for many years recognized that 

God calls both men and women to pastoral ministry. The only differ­

ence is that the church has opted to call one ordination and the other 

commissioning. Such non-biblical verbal gymnastics must lead the 

angels to scratch their heads in bewilderment. However, it all seems 

to be clear in Adventist policy.

But at least Ellen White is forthright on the topic. No power or au-
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thority is transferred in ordination. That is a product of the history of 

the church. And, in the words of the Revelator, much of the Christian 

world seems to be following after the beast (Revelation 13:3, NKJV) 

on the understanding and importance of ordination.

Historical Issues in Adventism’s 

Approach to Ecclesiology

So far this paper has examined Adventism’s approach to biblical 

authority and Ellen White’s historical approach to authority. Thus the 

stage has been set for an examination of the denomination’s struggle 

to find and be faithful to a balanced and biblical view of ecclesiastical 

authority.

The Earliest Adventists and Ecclesiastical Authority: 1843-1863

Looking back at early Adventism, no one could have predicted 

that by mid-20th century Seventh-day Adventism would be the most 

highly structured denomination in the history of Christianity, with 

four levels of authority above the local congregation.28 The plain fact 

is that the earliest Adventists feared structured churches. And with 

good reason. That fear is nicely expressed in the October 1861 meet­

ing that saw the establishment of the first local conference. Part of 

the discussion at that historic meeting had to do with developing a 

formal statement of belief. John Loughborough took the lead in the 

discussion and laid out five progressive points that nicely express the 

attitude of most of his audience.

• “The first step of apostasy,” he noted, “is to get up a creed, tell­

ing us what we shall believe.

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

• “The third is to try members by that creed.
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• “The fourth to denounce as heretics those who do not believe 

that creed.

• “And, fifth, to commence persecution against such.”29

James White also expressed his fears. “Making a creed,” he de­

clared, “is setting the stakes, and barring up the way to all future 

advancement.” Those churches that had set up creeds “have marked 

out a course for the Almighty. They say virtually that the Lord must 

not do anything further than what has been marked out in the 

creed.... The Bible is our creed. We reject everything in the form of 

a human creed. We take the Bible and the gifts of the Spirit; embrac­

ing the faith that thus the Lord will teach us from time to time. And 

in this we take a position against the formation o f a creed. We are 

not taking one step, in what we are doing, toward becoming Baby­

lon [as oppression].”30

Those points are informative to those of us who live 150 years 

later. While White feared a backward looking rigidity that would in­

hibit the progressive dynamic in what the early Adventists thought of 

as an ongoing present truth, Loughborough expressed fear of perse­

cution for those who did not line up with official positions.

And the participants in that 1861 meeting had good reasons to 

fear organized religious bodies. Fresh in their memories was the per­

secution of Millerites in 1843 and 1844 as pastors lost their pulpits 

and followers their memberships because of their belief in the Bible’s 

teaching on the Second Advent. They had come to see organized reli­

gion in terms of the persecuting Babylon of the books of Daniel and 

Revelation. It was no accident that Millerite George Storrs wrote in 

early 1844 that “no church can be organized by man’s invention but 

what it becomes Babylon the moment it is organized!’ In the same arti­

cle Storrs asserted that Babylon “is the old mother and all her children
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[the Protestant denominations]; who are known by the family like­

ness, a domineering, lordly spirit; a spirit to suppress a free search 

after truth, and a free expression of our conviction of what is truth.”31 

Charles Fitch had been of the same opinion in his famous sermon 

calling Millerites to come out of Babylon, the fallen denominations.32

It was the fear of Babylon as persecuting churches that kept any 

of the six major groups that came out of the Millerite movement from 

organizing before the 1850s and 1860s. And none but the Sabbatar­

ian Adventists would ever organize above the congregational level.33

The fear of organized denominations as persecuting Babylon 

stands at the foundation of early Adventist attitudes in regard to or­

ganizing as a church. But in the 1850s James White began to empha­

size an alternate biblical meaning of Babylon. In July 1859 he let it 

be known in the most descriptive language that he was sick and tired 

of the cry of Babylon every time that anyone mentioned organiza­

tion. “Bro. Confusion,” he penned, “makes a most egregious blunder 

in calling system, which is in harmony with the Bible and good sense, 

Babylon. As Babylon signifies confusion, our erring brother has the 

very word stamped upon his own forehead. And we venture to say 

that there is not another people under heaven more worthy of the 

brand of Babylon than those professing the Advent faith who reject 

Bible order. Is it not high time that we as a people heartily embrace 

everything that is good and right in the churches?”34

It is impossible to overestimate the force of White’s redirection 

of the emphasis from Babylon being primarily seen as persecution 

to that of confusion. That new emphasis went far toward paving the 

way for the Sabbatarians to organize as a religious body, legally own 

property, pay pastors on a regular basis, assign pastors to locations 

where they were needed, and develop a system for transferring mem-
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bership. In the end, developing church organization had one major 

end: namely, to expedite the mission of the denomination.

But the redefinition of Babylon was only one of the transforma­

tions that allowed the Sabbatarian Adventists to organize. A second 

essential transformation had to do with moving beyond the biblical 

literalism of White’s earlier days when he believed that the Bible 

must explicitly spell out each aspect of church organization. In 

1859 he argued that “we should not be afraid of that system which 

is not opposed by the Bible, and is approved by sound sense.”35 Thus 

he had come to a new hermeneutic. White had moved from  a principle 

o f  Bible interpretation that held that the only things Scripture allowed 

were those things it explicitly approved to a hermeneutic that allowed 

fo r  developments that did not contradict the Bible and were in har­

mony with common sense. That shift was absolutely essential to mov­

ing forw ard in the creative steps in church organization that he would 

advocate in the 1860s.

That revised hermeneutic, however, put White in opposition to 

those who maintained a literalistic approach to the Bible that de­

manded that it explicitly spell something out before the church could 

accept it. To answer that mentality, White noted that nowhere in the 

Bible did it say that Christians should have a weekly paper, operate 

a steam printing press, build places of worship, or publish books. He 

went on to argue that the “living church of God” needed to move for­

ward with prayer and common sense.36

Without the radical shift in hermeneutical principles there would 

have been no organization among the Sabbatarians above the local 

congregation. But the new hermeneutic allowed them not only to or­

ganize but to create a structure that made it possible to take their 

unique message to the ends of the earth. Mission, we must note
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again, was always behind the Adventist mentality as it sought to dy­

namically move forward on the basis of a hermeneutic that allowed 

those things that did not contradict the Bible and were in harmony 

with common sense.

With the new hermeneutic and the new definition of Babylon in 

place, the Sabbatarians were in position to develop the non-biblical 

concept of local conferences in 1861 and the equally non-biblical 

concept of a General Conference in 1863. That last move was “for the 

purpose of securing unity and efficiency in labor, and promoting the 

general interests of the cause of present truth, and of perfecting the 

organization of the Seventh-day Adventists.”37

Ecclesiastical Tensions and the Creation o f Unions: 1863-1903

As might be expected, tensions eventually developed between 

the authority of the local conferences and that of the General Con­

ference. In August 1873, for example, in the context of a lack of 

respect for General Conference officers, James White noted that 

“our General Conference is the highest earthly authority with our 

people, and is designed to take charge of the entire work in this and 

all other countries.”38

Then in 1877 the General Conference in session voted that “the 

highest authority under God among Seventh-day Adventists is found 

in the will of the body of that people, as expressed in the decisions of 

the General Conference when acting within its proper jurisdiction; and 

that such decisions should be submitted to by all without exception, 

unless they can be shown to conflict with the word o f  God and the rights 

o f  individual conscience!’39

That vote seems clear enough and both of the Whites accepted 

it. Please note, however, that it did highlight limitations related to
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the “proper jurisdiction” of the General Conference and “the rights of 

individual conscience.”

Interestingly, Ellen White on several occasions questioned 

whether the rulings of the General Conference were always the 

voice of God. In 1891, for example, she wrote that “I was obliged to 

take the position that there was not the voice of God in the General 

Conference management and decisions.... Many of the positions 

taken, going forth as the voice of the General Conference, have 

been the voice of one, two, or three men who were misleading the 

Conference.”40 Again in 1896 she noted that the General Conference 

“is no longer the voice of God.”41 And in 1901 she wrote that “the 

people have lost confidence in those who have management of the 

work. Yet we hear that the voice of the [General] Conference is the 

voice of God. Every time I have heard this, I have thought that it was 

almost blasphemy. The voice of the conference ought to be the voice 

of God, but it is not.”42

An analysis of those negative statements indicates that they refer 

to occasions when the General Conference did not act as a represen­

tative body, when its decision-making authority was centralized in 

a person or a few people, or when the General Conference had not 

been following sound principles.43

That conclusion lines up with Ellen White’s statements across 

time. In fact, she specifically spoke to the point in a manuscript 

read before the delegates of the 1909 General Conference session 

in which she responded to the schismatic activities of A. T. Jones 

and others. “At times,” she told the delegates, “when a small group 

of men entrusted with the general management of the work have, 

in the name of the General Conference, sought to carry out unwise 

plans and to restrict God’s work, I have said that I could no longer
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regard the voice of the General Conference, represented by these 

few men, as the voice of God. But this is not saying that the deci­

sions of a General Conference composed of an assembly of duly ap­

pointed, representative men from all parts of the field should not be 

respected. God has ordained that the representatives of His church 

from all parts of the earth, when assembled in a General Confer­

ence, shall have authority.”44

The second round of organizational refinement took place be­

tween 1901 and 1903,45 when several major changes were made. The 

two most important were the replacement of the autonomous auxilia­

ry organizations (such as those that controlled education, publishing, 

medical, Sabbath school, and so on) with the departmental system 

and the development of union conferences to stand as intermediary 

administrative units between the General Conference and the local 

conferences. Both of those innovations had been experimented with 

in South Africa and Australia before the 1901 session. Both of them 

had been developed in response to regional mission needs. And both 

were developed in opposition to General Conference pronounce­

ments and procedures.

General Conference president O. A. Olsen thought he saw “ele­

ments of danger” in the departmental system and told A. T. Robinson 

in South Africa not to develop departments.46 But it was too late. Be­

cause of the large amount of time it took to communicate from North 

America, Robinson had instituted the program and found out that it 

worked.

It is of interest that the General Conference leadership also op­

posed the creation of union conferences.47 But W. C. White and A. 

G. Daniells, president and secretary of the Australian field, moved 

forward in spite of counsel from headquarters. Years later Daniells re-
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ported that not everyone was happy with the union conference idea. 

“Some of our brethren thought then that the work was going to be 

wrecked, that we were going to tear the organization all to pieces, and 

get up secession out there in the South Sea islands.” But in actuality, 

he observed, the result was quite the opposite. The new organization­

al approach greatly facilitated the mission of the church in the South 

Pacific while the new Australasian Union Conference remained a 

loyal and integral part of the General Conference system.48

Here we need to remember an important lesson in the history o f  Ad­

ventist organization. Namely, that both o f  the major innovations adopt­

ed by the 1901 General Conference session were in response to regional 

mission and both were developed in opposition to General Conference 

counsel. But they worked. The major lesson is that without the free­

dom to experiment Adventism would not have its present system of 

organization.

Ellen White was overjoyed with the development of union con­

ferences. In calling for reform on the first day of the 1901 session 

she noted to the delegates that “God has not put any kingly power 

in our ranks to control this or that branch of the work. The work has 

been greatly restricted by the efforts to control it in every line.... If  

the work had not been so restricted by an impediment here, and an 

impediment there, and on the other side an impediment, it would 

have gone forward in its majesty.”49 At the 1903 session she declared 

that “it has been a necessity to organize Union conferences, that the 

General Conference shall not exercise dictation over all the separate 

Conferences.’’50

On the basis of those and other comments, the late Gerry Chudle- 

igh has argued that the unions “were created to act as firewalls be­

tween the GC and the conferences, making ‘dictation’ impossible.” He
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buttressed his firewall image with two major points. First, “each union 

had its own constitution and bylaws and was to be governed by its 

own constituency.” And, second, “the officers of each union were to be 

elected by their own union constituency, and, therefore, could not be 

controlled, replaced or disciplined by the GC.”51

“To put it as bluntly as possible,” Chudleigh wrote, “after 1901, 

the General Conference could vote whatever it wanted unions and 

conferences to do, or not do, but the unions and conferences were au­

tonomous and could do what they believed would best advance the 

work of God in their fields. The GC executive committee, or the Gen­

eral Conference in business session, could vote to fire a union presi­

dent or conference president, or vote to merge a union or conference 

with another one, but their vote would change nothing: the union or 

conference would still exist and the member delegates could elect 

whoever they wanted as president.”52 A case in point in contempo­

rary Adventism is the Southeastern California Conference, which has 

an ordained female president, in spite of the wishes of the General 

Conference.

The situation looked good in 1901 with the union conferences 

in place. But the push for both unity and uniformity by the General 

Conference over time would erode the accomplishments of 1901. 

The most significant move along that line, as we will see, took place 

at the 1995 General Conference session.

The erosion of the ideal of unity in diversity had, unfortunately, 

already begun soon after the 1901 session. The following two years 

would witness a major struggle for the control of Adventism between 

General Conference president A. G. Daniells and J. H. Kellogg, the 

powerful leader of the denomination’s medical work.

Ellen White back in 1894 had set forth “unity in diversity” as
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“God’s plan,” with unity being achieved by each aspect of the work 

being connected to Christ the vine.53 In 1901 and 1902 Daniells had 

championed that ideal, noting in 1902 to the European Union Con­

ference that just “because a thing is done a certain way in one place is 

not reason why it should be done in the same way in another place, 

or even in the same place at the same time.”54

But that ideal began to give way by late 1902 as the Kellogg forc­

es sought to unseat Daniells and replace him with A. T. Jones, who 

was by that time in the doctor’s camp. In that struggle the Kellogg/ 

Jones forces pushed for diversity. That dynamic impelled Daniells to 

emphasize unity as he moved toward a more authoritative stance. 

Thus the delicate balance related to unity in diversity lost out soon 

after the 1901 session. And, as Barry Oliver points out, unity at the 

expense of diversity has been the focus of the General Conference 

leadership ever since the 1902 crisis.55

The only significant development in Adventist church structure 

since 1901/1903 took place in 1918 with the creation of world di­

visions of the General Conference. But it should be noted that the 

divisions are not conferences with their own constituencies but parts 

of the General Conference administration that represent the central 

body in various parts of the world.56

An ongoing temptation of the General Conference throughout 

its history has been to overstep the bounds of its authority. General 

Conference president George I. Butler generated one of the boldest 

moves in that direction in 1873. “Never,” he penned on the first page 

of his little book titled Leadership, was there a “great movement in 

this world without a leader.... As nature bestows upon men a variety 

of gifts, it follows that some have clearer views than others of what 

best advances the interests of any cause. And the best good of all
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interested in any given object will be attained by intelligently fol­

lowing the counsels of those best qualified to guide.” Butler had no 

doubt that James White had played a role akin to that of Moses, and 

that in all matters of expediency in the Adventist cause it was right 

“to give his [White’s] judgment the preference.”57 The 1873 General 

Conference session officially adopted Butler’s ideas. But both of the 

Whites eventually felt uncomfortable with the document and wrote 

against many of its principles.58 As a result, the 1875 and 1877 ses­

sions rescinded the endorsement, especially those sections dealing 

with leadership being “confined to any one man.”59

Kevin Burton in his recent MA thesis on Butler’s Leadership did 

an excellent job of demonstrating that Butler wrote with James White 

as the leader he had in mind. But the self-imposed scope of Burton’s 

research did not allow for the demonstration that Butler’s style and 

claims in the 1873 document mirror his own style and claims in the 

1888 conflict.60 On October 1, 1888, Butler wrote a long letter to El­

len White repeatedly emphasizing that he had “the highest position” 

in the denomination and should have the rights that go with that 

position. She replied to him on October 14 that he did “not under­

stand [his] true position,” that he had “false ideas of what belonged 

to [his] position,” that he had turned his “mind into wrong channels,” 

that he had “not kept pace with the opening providence of God,” and 

that he had mingled his “natural traits of character” with his work. 

Most serious o f  all the charges was that he was seeking to manipulate the 

information that would come before the 1888 General Conference ses­

sion. Speaking to the General Conference president and Uriah Smith 

(the secretary), she wrote that “you must not think that the Lord has 

placed you in the position that you now occupy as the only men who 

are to decide as to whether any more light and truth shall come to
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God’s people.” She noted in this letter and others that Butler’s influ­

ence had led other session delegates to also “disregard light.”61

A broad study of the 1888 crisis indicates that the most serious 

problem troubling the Minneapolis meeting was the high-handed as­

sertions of position and manipulation of data by the president and 

his colleagues.62 It should be noted in passing that the theme of But­

ler’s 1873 Leadership was “union” and “order.”63 Unity was the goal in 

that document and the same preservation of unity would be Butler’s 

goal in the manipulation of data in the 1888 period.

Butler, as we know, lost the 1888 struggle. He had sought to 

impose not only unity but theological uniformity on the denomina­

tion. But Ellen White pushed against him with the alternate ideal of 

unity in diversity. She was, the General Conference’s newly elected 

secretary reported in 1890, not so much interested in theological 

unity as she was in the unity of having a Christ-like spirit built on 

brotherly love.64

The major lesson to flow out of the 1888 crisis is unity in di­

versity. That same principle would undergird the reform of church 

structures in 1901. As we saw earlier, the unity in diversity ideal 

had begun to run into major difficulties in 1902 when Daniells be­

gan to assert his authority as General Conference president in his 

struggle with Kellogg. At that point, diversity began to take a back 

seat to unity and Ellen White in 1903 had to warn the reforming 

General Conference president that he could not “exercise a kingly 

power over [his] brethren.”65

Removal of the Union Conference Firewall: 1980-2016

In spite of Daniells’ temptation to wrongly use the power of his 

office, the balance between unity and diversity institutionalized by
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the creation of union conferences fared tolerably well for most of the 

20th century. In his summary of that period, Gerry Chudleigh notes 

that the constitutions and bylaws created and voted at the 1901 ses­

sion for the first unions “contained no requirement that the unions 

adopt or follow GC policies, procedures, programs, initiatives, etc.”66

But that would begin to change in the legal documents of the de­

nomination in the 1980s and come to a climax in the 1990s and the 

first two decades of the 21st century. The 1980s witnessed the devel­

opment by the General Conference of a “Model Union Conference 

Constitution and Bylaws.” In 1985 the Working Policy stated that 

the model should be “followed as closely as possible.” But by 1995 

the same section would note that the model “shall be followed by 

all union conferences.... Those sections of the model bylaws that ap­

pear in bold print are essential to the unity of the Church worldwide, 

and shall be included in the bylaws as adopted by each union con­

ference. Other sections of the model may be modified.” In 1985 the 

model stipulated that all “purposes and procedures” of the unions 

would be in harmony with the “working policies and procedures” 

of the General Conference. By 1995 General Conference “programs 

and initiatives” had been added. And in 2000 all “policies” was 

included. All of those additions were in bold print.67 Thus between 

1985 and 2000 the Working Policy not only erased the 1901 model 

of unity in diversity set forth for unions in the Ellen White led drive 

for decentralization, but had become progressively more engineered 

toward centralization of authority in a drive for unity with less and 

less diversity.

The challenge for the General Conference in the mid-‘80s was to 

get existing union conferences to adopt the new model. In that, they 

succeeded in some unions and failed in others.
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The case of the North Pacific Union opens a window into the dy­

namics. In September 1986 it rejected the model. But perhaps the 

most significant event connected to that rejection was the reading of 

General Conference president Neal Wilson’s letter to the delegates. 

Wilson made it clear that the General Conference was the “highest 

authority in the church” and that it had the authority to create sub­

ordinate organizations. He then chastised the North Pacific Union 

for having two years before created its own constitution that was not 

in harmony with the model. He also threatened the noncompliant 

union, claiming that he saw “the only other option” to be an inves­

tigation “to determine whether [the] union...is operating within the 

spirit and guidelines established for union conferences, with the un­

derstanding that appropriate action will be taken in the case of orga­

nizations that do not measure up to the standard.”68

That unvarnished threat indicates that the type of actions threat­

ened by the General Conference in 2016 have a history. And that 

history is solidly rooted in the tightening up of the relationship be­

tween union conferences and the General Conference in the modi­

fied Working Policy.

The 1990s would witness the General Conference leadership’s 

plan to centralize its authority move into high gear. Robert Folken- 

berg, the new General Conference president, faced with the im­

portant but daunting task of maintaining order in a massive world 

church, established in 1991 the Commission on World Church Or­

ganization, which met several times until its work was completed in 

1994. The successful aspects of the Commission’s work went to the 

1995 General Conference session. Others fell by the wayside. All of 

them were aimed at the centralization of authority.

Among those that fell by the wayside was an attempt to take away
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the exclusive right of local congregations to disfellowship members. 

The stimulus for the move was the fact that Des Ford of Glacier View 

fame and John Osborne of Prophecy Countdown still held church 

membership in sympathetic congregations that would not disfellow­

ship them. Osborne's case is interesting since, although he lived in 

Florida, his membership, being threatened there, had been rescued 

by the Troy, Montana, church where he had never lived. At that point 

those in the General Conference who wanted action threatened to 

disband the church. I still remember getting a late evening phone 

call from one of the congregation’s leaders telling me that they had 

been given an ultimatum: either disfellowship Osborne or face dis­

solution as an Adventist church. The congregation was disbanded, 

but Osborne’s membership had been rescued by the Village Church 

in Angwin, California. Interestingly enough, it was the Pacific Union 

College Church in the same city that held Ford’s membership. Neither 

congregation responded to the call to disfellowship the men. But the 

solution seemed obvious—give higher levels of the church structure 

the prerogative of disfellowshipping local church members.69 Ideally, 

the idea ran, the same sort of logic could be used to remove ministe­

rial credentials and disband congregations. Thus the “higher” levels 

would have more control over situations that they believed the lower 

levels were not handling correctly.

Bert Haloviak, General Conference archivist at the time, notes 

that he, Paul Gordon of the White Estate, and a member of the Bib­

lical Research Institute were summoned to Folkenberg’s office and 

each asked to write a paper with the “hidden agenda” of supporting 

some of the General Conference’s initiatives. The Institute’s paper 

was written by Raoul Dederen of Andrews University. All three pa­

pers, although written independently and from different perspec-
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tives, concluded that the General Conference did not have grounding 

to do such things as disfellowshipping members. I recall Dederen, 

a colleague of mine at the time with specialties in ecclesiology and 

Roman Catholic theology, having remarked at the Cohutta Springs 

meeting of March 1993 that some of the proposed initiatives were in 

essence the revival of medieval Catholicism.70

The most successful aspects of the Commission’s recommenda­

tions saw passage at the 1995 General Conference session. That ses­

sion not only witnessed a further tightening of the control measures 

embedded in the model constitutions, but also passed legislation 

that allowed for noncompliant unions, conferences, and missions to 

be disbanded if  they did not come into line with General Conference 

policies and initiatives. Since 1995 the General Conference Working 

Policy has contained a new section titled “Discontinuation of Con­

ferences, Missions, Unions, and Unions of Churches by Dissolution 

and/or Expulsion.”71 Utilizing the ever-more centralizing require­

ments of the model constitution, the new section (B 95) proclaims 

the power to disband any union, conference, or mission that is out 

of harmony with General Conference policy. With what has become 

policy B 95 in place, the General Conference had arrived at the point 

where it could threaten the existence of two North American Divi­

sion unions in September and October 2016.

Meanwhile, the measures attempted in the early ‘90s had met a 

fair amount of resistance both in committees and at Annual Coun­

cil meetings. Susan Sickler, a member of the Governance Commis­

sion, saw it as a “huge power grab,” while Herman Bauman, Arizona 

Conference president, said that the essence of the commission report 

could be spelled “with the letters C-O-N-T-R-O-L.” One General Con­

ference staffer quipped in a private conversation, “What the Catholic
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Church took 300 years to achieve, we are doing in 150.”72

Folkenberg, on the other hand, “kept saying this was in no way a 

centralization of power.” In response, one NAD union president not­

ed to the Commission that “if  it walks like a duck and it quacks like 

a duck, it probably is a duck.” Neal Wilson, who had his own issues 

with his successor, aggressively supported those who saw the issue as 

centralization.73

Ted Wilson, then president of the division encompassing Russia, 

was reported to have said at a commission meeting that he would 

have difficulty getting some of the recommendations accepted in a 

country that had just exited communism.74 That, needless to say, was 

a pertinent insight that might have meaning in 2017 for those who 

understand the significance of the Protestant Reformation.

One final point needs to be made in regard to the Governance 

Commission. Namely, that some person or persons “high up” in the 

General Conference apparently manipulated the data so that the final 

form of the commission report did not line up with what was voted. 

Folkenberg did not indicate “how and why it came into final form 

without discussion and a vote from the commission.”75 The manipu­

lation of data would reappear in 2015.

We now move to the 2015 General Conference session as a final 

building block that led up to the noncompliance threat issued at the 

2016 Annual Council. The major event of the 2015 session, of course, 

was the vote to not allow divisions the option of ordaining female 

pastors. That action is clear enough. But the way it took place leaves 

open the question of whether the action represents a “voice of God” 

vote enacted by the General Conference in session.

To grasp the significance of that issue we need to go to the early 

presidency of Ted Wilson when he established the Theology of Or-
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dination Study Committee (TOSC). This worldwide panel of over 

100 scholars and non-scholars who had a burden on the topic met in 

2013 and 2014 with the aim of informing the church on ordination 

issues at a scholarly level so that an informed vote could take place 

in 2 0 15.76 The study cost the denomination hundreds of thousands 

of dollars. As the General Conference Secretariat noted, “voices from 

around the world and from all sides were heard; the arguments and 

supporting documents of all perspectives were made freely available 

online.... The process was unmatched in both breadth and depth.”77 

All those points are true and were included in a document that sug­

gested penalties for those unions that had not come into line with the 

2015 vote. All of this is forcefully outlined in a document entitled “A 

Study of Church Governance and Unity” developed by the General 

Conference Secretariat in September 2016.

But, unfortunately, the “Study” in actuality set the stage for dis­

unity in that it inflated the document’s value for its own purposes but 

did not report the findings of TOSC. That maneuver is merely the tip 

of a nasty iceberg.

As impossible as it seems after having spent so much money and 

time on the project, the results of TOSC were never clearly presented 

to the General Conference session at the time of the vote. And for 

good reason. Apparently, TOSC’s consensus did not support the de­

sired conclusions of certain individuals at the top of the denomina­

tional power structure.78 Thus the 2015 delegates were not informed 

that a super majority of 2/3 (62 for and 32 opposed) of the members 

of TOSC was in favor of allowing divisions to make the choice on 

whether to ordain female pastors.79 In addition, the delegates were 

not informed that at least nine80 of the 13 divisions of the church in 

their TOSC reports were favorable toward letting each division make
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its own decision on female ordination. Nor did the final TOSC report 

present that data. It did, however, present the positions of three dis­

tinct groupings of delegates that developed during TOSC’s two-year 

journey. But the delegates at the 2015 session were not explicitly in­

formed that two of those orientations were in favor of each division 

making its own choice.81

Had the actual findings of TOSC been reported, the vote, in all 

probability, would have been different. After all, a 10% shift in the 

vote would have changed the outcome. The final tally at the General 

Conference session in San Antonio was 977 (42%) in favor of flexibil­

ity in ordination to 1,381 against, a remarkably close vote consider­

ing how the process was handled.

Not the least of the problems associated with the vote was the 

non-neutrality of the General Conference president, who reminded 

the session delegates on voting day that they knew his position on 

the topic (which was clearly understood to be against the ordination 

of women). That non-neutrality was bad enough, but it was stated 

with the full knowledge that a significant majority of TOSC, a com­

mittee that he had authorized to solve the problem, had concluded to 

recommend that divisions should have the right to ordain females if  

they chose to do so.82 And in a world church in which the vast major­

ity of the delegates come from tribal and Roman Catholic cultures, 

a word from the denomination’s top administrator has significance. 

The Norwegian Union Conference made an important point when it 

suggested that if  unity was high on the agenda of the General Confer­

ence president he could have clearly reported the findings of TOSC 

and called for a solution in line with its results.83

At this point the widespread “disgust” expressed by a significant 

number of the TOSC membership at the reversal of the General Con-
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ference president should be noted for the record. At the beginning of 

the meetings, when it apparently looked like the carefully selected 

participants would come up with the “correct” conclusion, he spoke to 

the committee on the importance of their work, that it was not merely 

another investigation into a much studied topic, but that their find­

ings would make a difference. But when the majority recommenda­

tion went the other way, he intimated at the final meeting that it was 

largely a North American committee and that if  it had been a world 

committee the decision would have been different. He was reminded 

publicly that although many of the members were working in North 

America, they were in fact from around the world. But to no avail. The 

findings of the committee seem at that point to have become not so 

important and were marginalized at the 2015 session.84

There were also serious irregularities in the 2015 voting, but 

this is not the place to discuss them.85 On the other hand, it should 

be pointed out that no matter how the vote turned out or how it 

could have turned out, the procedure itself suffered from the sup­

pression and manipulation of data. This is a serious charge to make, 

but there is no alternative in the face of the handling of the TOSC 

findings and the ongoing misuse of them in General Conference 

documents, which trumpet the importance of the study without re­

porting its results.86

William Johnsson, retired editor of the Adventist Review, has 

pointed out that 2015 will go down in history as the most divisive 

General Conference session since 1888.87 And he is correct. What is 

interesting is that in both sessions, top people in the General Confer­

ence manipulated data. In the 1888 era it was president G. I. Butler, 

who Ellen White faulted for his desire to decide what information 

came to the delegates.88 One can only guess who decided to suppress
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and manipulate the reporting of the findings of TOSC in 2015, but 

the only possibility is a few people near the top of the General Con­

ference structure.

The significance of the manipulation and suppression of crucial 

data that had been produced at immense expense for the purpose 

of informing the church has vast implications, especially since Ellen 

White, as we saw earlier, repeatedly claimed in the 1890s that she 

no longer held that the General Conference was the voice of God be­

cause its decisions were really the decisions of a few men. That is 

exactly what we find in the events leading up to the vote in San An­

tonio. A few people decided what information went to the delegates. 

Even the General Conference’s “Study of Church Governance and 

Unity” document pointed out that Ellen White was upset when ‘“two 

or three men’” tried to control the church’s mission or when ‘“merely 

a half a dozen’ at the world headquarters” sought “‘to be a ruling and 

controlling power.’” The “Study” document was correct in its use of 

that inspired material. But it was dead wrong when it claimed that 

what happened in the late 1800s “is a world away from the situation 

today.”89 It was actually the same situation and dynamic, with a few 

people in their decision-making capacity controlling information 

and events. As a result, from the perspective of Ellen White’s writings, 

we do not have a voice of God vote from the world church in 2015. 

Instead, we have the same old manipulation and kingly power ap­

proaches that she detested in 1888 and the 1890s.

And the manipulation was not merely of data but also of process. 

Here one example must suffice. The General Conference documents 

uplift the Acts 15 conference “almost as much for its process as for 

the theological decision that resulted,” but that appreciation was not 

evident in San Antonio. For one thing, the General Conference docu-
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merits do not describe the Acts 15 process. Rather, they infer that the 

process was voting, followed by mandatory obedience.90 But Acts 

15 oudines not only the actual process but also the essential tipping 

point in that process. The breakthrough in Acts 15 truly was based on 

process and came when Peter was able to demonstrate that the Holy 

Spirit made no distinction between Jews and Gentiles but came in the 

same way to both groups (Acts 15:8-9). Without that evidence there 

would have been nothing but ongoing divisiveness. But with it there 

was healing and unity. What would have happened in San Antonio if 

the process utilized in Acts 15 had been used on the day of the vote? 

There would have been testimonies from people put on the program 

that demonstrated that the Holy Spirit fell upon the pastoral/evange- 

listic ministries of women in the same way as for men. Such testimo­

nies were important in the final TOSC meeting and helped lead to a 

significant majority of the participants, despite their personal posi­

tion on women’s ordination, to approve flexibility in the practice of 

ordaining women.91 But the few people who set up the procedure in 

San Antonio chose not to follow the Acts 15 model, even though the 

“Study of Church Governance” documents cite that passage to bolster 

the General Conference’s authoritative position.

Much more could be said about the manipulation of data and 

process in the events related to the 2015 vote. But the illustrations 

are many and my time is short. The final conclusion is that the vote 

settled nothing. But it did divide the denomination in ways that are 

tragic. Here some wisdom from James and Ellen White would have 

helped. James had written in 1874 that “creed power has been called 

to the rescue [of church unity] in vain. It has been truly said that 'The 

American people are a nation of lords.’ In a land of boasted freedom 

of thought and of conscience, like ours, church force cannot produce
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unity; but has caused divisions, and has given rise to religious sects 

and parties almost innumerable.”92

His wife was of the same opinion. “The church may pass resolu­

tion upon resolution to put down all disagreement of opinions,” she 

penned in 1892, “but we cannot force the mind and will, and thus 

root out disagreement. These resolutions may conceal the discord, 

but they cannot quench it and establish perfect agreement.”93 From 

her perspective, only the clear word of Scripture could bring true 

unity.

Christ made a pertinent point when He proclaimed that he who 

has ears needs to “hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (Revela­

tion 3:22, RSV). I once heard a very wise man say that those who like 

to quote Ellen White should listen to all she has to say and not just 

use her to get across their own goals. Here are two selections that have 

been relevant throughout Adventism’s ongoing struggle over author­

ity. In 1895 she penned that “the high-handed power that has been de­

veloped, as though position has made men gods, makes me afraid, and 

ought to cause fear. It is a curse wherever and by whomsoever it is 

exercised. This lording it over God’s heritage will create such a disgust o f  

man’s jurisdiction that a state o f  insubordination will r e su ltShe went 

on to recommend that the “only safe course is to remove” such leaders 

since “all ye are brethren,” lest “great harm be done.”94

Another fascinating insight comes from the Testimonies. “One 

man’s mind and judgment are not to be considered capable of con­

trolling and molding a conference.... The president of a conference 

must not consider that his individual judgment is to control the judg­

ment of all.... Many, very many matters have been taken up and car­

ried hy vote, that have involved fa r  more than was anticipated and fa r  

more than those who voted would have been willing to assent to had they
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taken time to consider the question from all sides!’95 In that quotation 

we find some excellent advice for Adventist decision makers as they 

approach the 2017 Annual Council.

So Where Are We in 2017?

Since the problem that has developed in the past few years is over 

women’s ordination, I should briefly comment on the topic.

• It is not prohibited in the Bible.

• It is not prohibited in Ellen White’s writings.

• The General Conference Working Policy does not stipulate a 

gender requirement.96

• It is not a settled issue because of the suppression of informa­

tion and the manipulation of the process in 2015.

• Its practice will not stop because there is no biblical evidence 

for doing so.

• Its prohibition cannot be settled by a vote alone. Adventist 

leaders need to refrain from seeking to use policy as if  it were 

Catholicism’s Canon Law. We need to remember that Advent­

ism is post-Reformation.

It is true that in 1990 the denomination officially voted not to 

ordain women to the gospel ministry because of “the possible risk of 

disunity, dissension, and diversion from the mission of the church.”97 

That vote, we should note, did not claim that the practice was wrong. 

It was not a theological vote, but one based on the practical ground 

that it might cause disunity. That was 27 years ago, and the denomi­

nation has discovered that unity can be fractured in more than one 

direction. The plain fact in 2017 is that the church is seriously di­

vided on women’s ordination. But it probably would not be if  the con­

clusions generated by the TOSC committee had not been suppressed
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at San Antonio, if  the process in Acts 15 had been utilized at the ses­

sion, and if the General Conference leadership would have used the 

findings of TOSC as a tool to bring unity and healing to the church.

But that healing approach did not take place. As a result, a small 

group at denominational headquarters decided to exert what it be­

lieved to be its authority in September and October 2016, months 

that witnessed the apex of the evolution of Adventist ecclesiological 

authority and the continuation of the problematic results that both 

James and Ellen White had predicted from the use of such author­

ity. The initial September recommendation, formulated in the presi­

dential offices, utilized the Working Policy rulings developed in the 

1980s and 1990s to centralize authority. Especially important was B 

95, voted into policy at the 1995 session, which authorized the “dis­

solution” of noncompliant union conferences that were not in har­

mony with General Conference policy. That initial document, whose 

basic content was leaked to Spectrum, urged the disbanding of the of­

fending unions and reconstituting them as missions attached to the 

General Conference. That way the union leaders could be removed 

and replaced and constituency meetings could be called to reverse 

the ordination votes.98 My sources, many of whom requested con­

fidentiality in the present intimidating and threatening denomina­

tional climate,99 tell me that the initial proposal, which did not have 

widespread input, was withdrawn and all copies were collected by 

the General Conference president.

What eventually came out of a complex process was the docu­

ment generated by the Secretariat titled “A Study of Church Gover­

nance and Unity.” This is not the place to critique that document,100 

but its existence points to an interesting paradox. Namely, that the 

move by General Conference headquarters in Silver Spring to cor-
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rect the noncompliant unions is out of harmony with the General 

Conference’s own policy. Mitchell Tyner, retired Associate General 

Counsel to the General Conference, brought that issue to my at­

tention. He points out that the denomination’s top administrators 

in September and October 2016 set about to approve a policy for 

dealing with noncompliant union conferences in spite of the fact 

that such a policy already existed. According to B 95 15, all such 

moves in regard to noncompliant unions are to be initiated by the 

division. And if  the division executive committee determines that 

a union conference/union of churches with conference status is in 

apostasy or rebellion and should be expelled from the world sister­

hood of unions, the division shall refer the matter to the General 

Conference Executive Committee.101

With a clear procedure already in the Working Policy, Tyner, with 

his legal training, wondered out loud why anybody would want to 

create a new policy. The most likely answer, he points out, “would 

seem to be that B 95 wasn’t exactly what the initiator(s) of this epi­

sode wanted to do.”102

To put it bluntly, the General Conference presidential office had to 
step outside o f  policy to make its case fo r  punishing those it deemed to be 

outside o f  policy. After all, the Working Policy spells out in unmistak­

able language that dissolution of unions must begin at the division 

level. But if  the division is not likely to come up with the “proper” an­

swer, alternatives must be used. The selected alternative, in this case, 

was for presidential to step outside of policy to accomplish the task. 

So we have a case o f  blatant noncompliance with the Working Policy to 

punish noncompliance.

Obviously, what is needed is a new policy that allows the General 

Conference president to initiate actions against anybody deemed de-
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serving of such attention. Such a policy, of course, would be a major 

step toward papalism and unrestricted kingly power.

Tyner points out that General Conference officers “more than 

once have chosen to ignore policy if  it seems the best thing to do, 

as though policy is optional, not mandatory. This is a bit like Richard 

Nixon’s position that i f  the president does it, it isn’t illegal!’103

That rather pregnant thought brings us to 2017, during which the 

Annual Council is to act on the fate of those lower rungs in the orga­

nization who are to be dealt with for their own noncompliance on 

women’s ordination. To put it mildly, the leadership of the General 

Conference has backed itself into an extraordinary situation in the 

evolution (or revolution) in Adventist authority.

Perhaps at this point in our story we might benefit from a word 

from the originator of Adventist church structure, who claimed in 

1874 that “organization was designed to secure unity of action, and 

as a protection from imposture. It was never intended as a scourge 

to compel obedience, but, rather, for the protection of the people of 

God.” Interestingly, James White published that exact statement at 

least twice, but with different comments each time. In 1874 he added 

that “church force cannot press the church into one body. This has 

been tried, and has proved a failure.”104 And in 1880 he added that 

“those who drew the plan of our church, Conferences, and General 

Conference organizations, labored to guard the precious flock of God 

against the influence of those who might, in a greater or less degree, 

assume the leadership. They were not ignorant of the evils and abus­

es which had existed in many of the churches of the past, where men 

had assumed the position which belongs to Jesus Christ, or had ac­

cepted it at the hands of their short sighted brethren.”105 And if  we 

need a bit more from his wife, we should recall her statement that the
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church should think through all the possible consequences of any 

voted action before legislation is enacted.106

With those thoughts in mind we need to remember that the me­

dieval Catholic Church never viewed itself as persecuting anybody. 

It was just making sure that people were in line with Canon Law, its 

version of the Working Policy.

It has been a long journey, but this chapter must be brought to 

a conclusion. A little bit of history demonstrates that Adventism’s 

ideas on church authority have come a long way in 150 years. James 

Standish, formerly of the Religious Liberty department of the Gen­

eral Conference, has written that “as a movement, we are drifting very 

dangerously into the hierarchicalism, formalism and dogmatism that 

our pioneers explicitly rejected.”107

Along that line, we need to remember that part of James White’s 

strategy in getting Adventists to organize in the first place was to help 

them see that the biblical use of the word “Babylon” not only signi­

fied persecution, but also confusion. White sold them on the second 

meaning. But it appears that the denomination is now intent on res­

urrecting the first. Of course, given the noncompliance of the Gen­

eral Conference with its own policy, perhaps both meanings are in 

evidence in 2017.

In the spirit of Luther Year and the General Conference presi­

dent’s call to be faithful to the principles of the Reformation, I am 

offering my own 9.5 Theses (I do not have time for 95). I want to 

point out that there are times for soft words. But there comes a time, 

as Martin Luther discovered, for firm ones. Like Luther, I love my 

church and hope for its reformation. I believe that Luther wrote his 

propositions with love in his heart. And I can assure you that I do the 

same. I really desire to see healing. Here are my 9.5:
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9.5 Theses108
1. The only basis for Christian unity is Scripture, trust, and the love 

of God.

2. The Church Manual makes it clear that the General Conference is 

the “highest authority” for the world church, “under God!’109

3. It is God who calls pastors. All the church can do is to recognize 

God’s call by the laying on of hands.

4. Ordination is not a biblical topic. (The passages using the word in 

the KJV generally mean to appoint or consecrate.) From the posi­

tion of the Bible there is absolutely no difference between ordain­

ing and commissioning.

5. For Adventists the Bible is the only source for doctrine and prac­

tice. An appeal to policy is not an appeal to the Bible. A vote by a 

General Conference session is not equivalent to Bible evidence.

6. On issues not definitively settled in the Bible, James White uti­

lized the only possible way forward in unity of mission when he 

moved from a hermeneutic that stipulated that practices must be 

expressly spelled out in the Bible to a hermeneutic that held that 

practices were permissible if they did not contradict Scripture 

and were in harmony with common sense. (The new hermeneutic 

made it possible for the Sabbatarian Adventists to organize as a 

denomination.)110

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

the Bible.

8. Adventism has moved at times from being a church based on Scrip­

ture to one based on tradition and ecclesiastical pronouncements.

9. The General Conference leadership in 2017 is coming danger­

ously close to replicating the medieval church in its call for the 

serious discipline of large sectors of the church on the basis of a
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non-biblical issue.

9.1. The recent General Conference documents and procedures do 

not reflect faithfulness to the Bible’s teachings in Acts 15 or Mat­

thew 18.

9.2. Due to the suppression of data and the manipulation of the 

events surrounding the voting process, I do not believe that the 

2015 vote on women’s ordination indicated the voice of God.

9.3. One of the important functions of the ancient Hebrew prophets 

was to confront priests and kings over their abuse of authority. 

One of the functions of Ellen White was to confront conference 

presidents for similar reasons. And, if there were a prophet in 

modern Adventism, that prophet would find plenty to do.

9.4. The current atmosphere of confrontation in Adventism has not 

been brought about by the unions, but by the General Conference 

leadership and its non-biblical and manipulative tactics.

9.45. The October 2017 meetings may help the worldwide Adventist 

Church decide whether it wants to move more toward an Adven­

tist ecclesiology or toward a more Roman Catholic variety.

9.5 The so-called nonconforming unions must stand together, come 

into line with General Conference demands, or go down one by 

one. Martin Niemoller, a leading German Protestant pastor during 

World War II, has written a thoughtful piece: “First they came for 

the Socialists, and I did not speak out—because I was not a Social­

ist. Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I didn’t speak 

out—because I was not a Trade Unionist. Then they came for the 

Jews, and I didn’t speak out—because I was not a Jew. Then they 

came for me—and there was no one left to speak out.”

In closing, two historical recollections are important. First, Peter’s

words in Acts 5:29: “We must obey God rather than men” (RSV). Sec-
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ond, Luther’s words at the Diet of Worms: “I cannot submit my faith 

either to the pope or to the councils, because it is clear as the day that 

they have frequently erred and contradicted each other. Unless there­

fore I am convinced by the testimony of Scripture...! cannot and I  will 

not retract, for it is unsafe for a Christian to speak against his con­

science. Here I stand, I can do no other; may God help me. Amen.”111
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Part 11

Ordination and 
Hermeneutical Issues





CHAPTER
FOUR

The Biblical Meaning 
of Ordination*

That sounds like a dangerous topic. Certainly a topic that has 

generated more heat than light, more emotion than knowl­

edge—particularly biblical knowledge. In my 50-some years 

as an Adventist minister, I have never seen anything that gets people 

so emotional. So I’m going to try to be unemotional.

Here is my favorite ordination passage: “And when Moses saw 

that the people had broken loose...” in their experience with the gold­

en calf, “then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said, ‘Who is 

on the Lord’s side? Come to me.’ And all the sons of Levi gathered 

themselves together to him. And he said to them, ‘Thus says the Lord 

God of Israel, “Put every man his sword on his side, and go to and fro

‘ Chapter 4 is a sermon preached in the Medford, Oregon, Seventh-day Adventist Church on June 20,
2015, just a few days before the beginning of the General Conference session, which would feature a 
controversial vote on divisions having the option of ordaining women to the pastoral ministry. The ser­
mon was posted on the congregation’s website and immediately (and surprisingly) went viral, with tens 
of thousands of hits on various venues within a few days. The time was right for its message.

That sermon led to an invitation to speak at the Columbia Union’s Leadership Summit in March
2016, for which I developed the first two chapters of this book. Those presentations eventuated in an 
invitation to the Unity Conference in London in June 2017, for which I developed Chapter 3.

The printed sermon found in the present chapter is an edited version of the transcription of the 
videoed presentation currently found on YouTube and other venues. I have not attempted to make it a 
polished essay. As a result, it still maintains in many ways an oral style. The sermon may be viewed at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GnbkXk6EDFU.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GnbkXk6EDFU
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from gate to gate throughout the camp, and slay every man his broth­

er, and every man his companion, and every man his neighbor.”' And 

the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses; and there fell of 

the people that day about three thousand men. And Moses said, ‘To­

day you have ordained yourselves for the service of the Lord”' (Exo­

dus 32:25-29).1

That’s an interesting ordination passage, isn’t it? I’ve often specu­

lated about using it in an ordination sermon. People kill their way­

ward neighbors and ordain themselves.

One of the slipperiest words in Scripture is “ordination.” The King 

James Version uses the word “ordain” to translate nearly 30 different 

Greek and Hebrew words that have a wide range of meaning. And 

the same can be said for certain other translations. For example, let 

me go back to the last part of the passage I just read from the Re­

vised Standard Version. Instead of “you have ordained yourselves,” 

the New King James Version says “consecrate yourselves today to the 

Lord.” The New International Version renders it as “you have been 

set apart to the Lord today” and the New American Standard Bible 

reads “dedicate yourselves today to the Lord.” Most words translated 

as “ordain” in the King James Version are rendered in modern trans­

lations as “set apart,” “consecrate,” “decided,” “chose,” “appointed,” and 

so on. Thus while 1 Timothy 2:7 in the King James Version reads, “I 

am ordained a preacher,” all modern translations I examined trans­

late it as I am “appointed a preacher.” And whereas the King James 

Version on Titus 1:5 says “ordain elders in every city,” the modern 

translations I checked say “appoint elders” in every city. The New In­

ternational Version and many other modern translations do not even 

use the word “ordain” once in the New Testament.

Before I stood to speak this morning I examined the rather ab­
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breviated concordance in the back of my Revised Standard Version. 

It has three uses of “ordain” in the New Testament, and none of them 

have anything to do with ministry. You can go to Bible dictionaries 

and dictionaries of Greek words and find no entries for the word “or­

dain.” Why? Because ordination is not a biblical topic.

Then where did the word, or use of the word, “ordination” come 

from? From the history of the early church as it set apart or appoint­

ed deacons, elders, and pastors. The word as we use it is never used 

in Scripture. It’s not a biblical topic. Sermon ended!

But not quite! While ordination is not a biblical topic, the Bible 

does speak of the laying on of hands in setting apart deacons, elders, 

and pastors. The laying on of hands has a long Old Testament his­

tory. It is used, for example, in presenting sacrificial animals. Before 

certain animal sacrifices, worshippers laid hands on the animal and 

confessed their sins. In the Old Testament the laying on of hands 

is used as a blessing, for punishment, for healing, and in Numbers 

8:10-11 it is used for a dedication ceremony as the children of Israel 

put their hands on the Levites to dedicate them to the service of God.

In that last sense, the laying on of hands is picked up in the New 

Testament. In Acts 6, for example, we find it in connection with the 

selection of the first deacons in the church. In verses 2-6 we read: ‘“It 

is not right [Here the apostles are talking. They had been doing a lot 

of work connected with routine tasks.] that we should give up preach­

ing the word of God to serve tables. Therefore, brethren, pick out 

from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit [notice 

they are full of the Spirit before the ceremony] and of wisdom, whom 

we may appoint to this duty.’... These they set before the apostles, and 

they prayed and laid their hands upon them.” This is the first use of 

the laying on of hands in the New Testament. It is not referred to as
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an ordination, but it is a recognition of Spirit-filled individuals who 

the church chose to publicly recognize and set apart for office by the 

laying on of hands. However, early in the post-apostolic history of 

the church the laying on of hands got connected to the word “ordain.” 

Thus the usage is not biblical but post-biblical. And that usage is ap­

propriate if, and only if, we understand the connection between the 

Bible’s use of the laying on of hands and the church’s later use of the 

word “ordination.”

But what does the ceremony in Acts 6 mean? Specifically, that 

the church had verified that certain individuals possessed the Spirit 

and wisdom and, as a result, decided to set them apart as deacons. 

And here we should note that nothing was given to them in ordina­

tion. The congregation and the leadership of the church recognized 

that they were already spiritual individuals, then they set them apart. 

That is the first use of the laying on of hands in the New Testament.

We find something similar in Acts 13. That passage features Paul 

and Barnabas. The church in Antioch is preparing to send them out 

on their first missionary tour. “While they were worshiping the Lord 

and fasting,” we read, “the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas 

and Saul for the work to which I have called them.’ Then after fasting 

and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off” (vers­

es 2-3). Note: before the laying on of hands, they had already been 

called by God. God called Barnabas and Saul to be the first of what 

we might call “foreign” missionaries. And before sending them off, 

the church laid hands upon them. That laying on of hands was not 

identified as ordination in the Bible. However, it came to be thought 

of as an ordination as the early church subsequently connected the 

laying on of hands to the word “ordain.”

At this point I am going to read from Ellen White’s Acts o f  the



The Biblical Meaning o f  Ordination | 123

Apostles. Her discussion is helpful. “God foresaw the difficulties that 

His servants [that is Paul and Barnabas] would be called to meet 

[when they took the message to the Gentiles], and, in order that their 

work should be above challenge, He instructed the church by revela­

tion to set them apart publicly to the work of the ministry. Their ordi­

nation was a public recognition of their divine appointment to bear 

to the Gentiles the glad tidings of the gospel.

“Both Paul and Barnabas had already received their commission 

from God Himself, and the ceremony of the laying on of hands added 

no new grace or virtual qualification. It was an acknowledged form of 

designation to an appointed office and a recognition of one’s author­

ity in that office. By it the seal of the church was set upon the work of 

God.... When the ministers of the church of believers in Antioch laid 

their hands upon Paul and Barnabas, they, by that action, asked God 

to bestow His blessing upon the chosen apostles in their devotion to 

the specific work to which they had been appointed.

“At a later date [after Bible times] the rite of ordination by the 

laying on of hands was greatly abused; unwarrantable importance 

was attached to the act, as if a power came at once upon those who 

received such ordination, which immediately qualified them for any 

and all ministerial work. But in the setting apart of these two apos­

tles, there is no record indicating that any virtue was imparted by 

the mere act of laying on of hands. There is only the simple record of 

their ordination and of the bearing that it had on their future work.”2

The “ordination” or the laying of hands on Paul and Barnabas was 

a public recognition that God had called and appointed them to be 

pastoral evangelists, missionary evangelists. Tlieir authority was in 

the calling, not in the ordination. Ellen White’s words are not difficult 

to understand. But I am going to repeat the basic idea. The laying on
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of hands transferred no special power or authority. But it was rather a 

witness to the community that God had called them to a special task. 

The ceremony was an outward sign that their calling had been ac­

knowledged and recognized by the church. Here is a point that needs 

to be crystal clear in our minds: Paul and Barnabas, before the laying 

on of hands, already had the gift of pastoring through the Holy Spirit. 

Ordination, or the laying on of hands, was only a public recognition 

of an accomplished fact. Nothing was added through ordination. The 

church had already seen God’s gift in Paul and Barnabas. They had 

passed the test and the members and leaders were convinced of their 

calling.

Several other verses, particularly in Timothy and Titus, help us 

grasp this picture more clearly. 1 Timothy 5:22 tells us that the church 

should “not be hasty in the laying on of hands.” Why? Because the 

church first needs evidence that individuals have been appointed, 

that they have been called. 1 Timothy 3:6, in talking about the setting 

apart of elders or pastors, indicates that an elder or pastor “must not 

be a recent convert.” Why? Because the church needs time to evalu­

ate their spiritual maturity and calling. 1 Timothy 3:10, in talking 

about the laying on of hands for deacons, notes that people should 

“be tested first” to evaluate their character. The church is not to lay 

hands on people who have not been able to demonstrate, to both the 

leadership and to the congregation, the calling and the appointment 

of God.

Here we need to summarize the four central points that we have 

established so far:

1. Ordination itself is not a biblical topic.

2. Laying on of hands is a biblical topic.

3. The church early in its history began to refer to the laying on of
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hands as ordination.

4. The ceremony adds nothing to the ordinand. It is rather a pub­

lic recognition of the gift or calling of a person to God’s work.

But what is ordination in the church today? Here the Christian 

church at large is radically divided between two forms of ordination 

that have little in common. On one hand, we find the general Protes­

tant view, which is that ordination is an outward act of recognition 

of God’s gift rather than a channel of power. On the other hand, the 

Roman Catholic alternative is that ordination provides power and 

authority not possessed before. Probably the best way to arrive at a 

better understanding of the two views of ordination is to look at the 

varying understandings of baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

The Bible teaches that baptism is an outward witness to the com­

munity of an inward dedication to God. First individuals dedicate 

their life to God, and then they undergo baptism as a public witness 

to the community of that decision. Thus baptism is an outward sym­

bol of an inward change. That is the biblical view. What began to hap­

pen in the history of the church is quite different. The Roman Catho­

lic view is that baptism cancels the effects of original sin, removes 

guilt, and forgives all sin. From that perspective, there is power in 

baptism. It takes away, even for a baby, the penalty of original s in -  

kind of like magic. It is not an outward sign but a major transaction 

with saving aspects in itself.

Next, we need to look at the Lord’s Supper. The general Protestant 

view is that it is a memorial of what Jesus did on the cross 2,000 years 

ago. The Bible says that we are to partake of the symbols as a remem­

brance that Christ died for our sins on the cross once for all. But in 

the Roman Catholic Mass it is not a memorial service but a sacrifice 

repeatedly performed by a priest. According to the Council of Trent,
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it is a true sacrifice in which the priest has the power to change the 

bread into the actual flesh of Christ. That is power! Meanwhile, the 

wine is transformed into the actual blood of Christ. The Mass atones 

for the sin of those who partake of it. Thus it is a salvational event. 

The priest has power. And where did the priest get that mighty pow­

er? Through the ordination service. According to Catholic teaching, 

ordination confers on a man the power of consecrating and offering 

the body and blood of Christ and of forgiving or remitting sin.3 Thus 

for Roman Catholics ordination entails an immense transfer of pow­

er and authority. But please remember that that understanding is a 

post-biblical perspective. Most Protestants view ordination as an out­

ward act indicating public recognition of a person’s call to ministry.

So what is pastoral ordination? If  it is recognition that a person 

has been called to pastoral ministry, we must understand the nature 

of ministry before the question can be answered intelligently. Prob­

ably the best biblical definition of ministry is found in 2 Timothy 4:2- 

5, a passage often used in ordination services. “Preach the word, be 

urgent in season and out of season, convince, rebuke, and exhort, be 

unfailing in patience and in teaching.... Always be steady, endure suf­

fering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.” Presenting 

the topic from another angle, I have often told my students that the 

heart of ministry is to love God’s people and to preach God’s Word. 

From the biblical perspective, a person who is successfully perform­

ing the work of ministry is eligible to be set apart by the laying on of 

hands.

But here we need to ask a crucial question: How does a person 

become a pastor or minister? Ephesians 4:8, 11-12 tells us that when 

Jesus ascended He provided spiritual gifts for the church. “His gifts 

were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists,
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some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of min­

istry, for building up the body of Christ.” Please note that the gifts in 

Ephesians are not gender oriented. Nowhere does the list say “males 

only.” After all, the Bible does have female prophets. It has female 

preachers for that matter. Who decides who receives which gift? On 

that point the Bible is clear. It is not me or you or the church that de­

cides who gets the various gifts. The Bible tells us that the Holy Spirit 

distributes the gifts (1 Corinthians 12:4, 7, 11, 28), rather than some 

earthly church. The Holy Spirit both calls and equips a person for 

ministry. The church, in ordination or the laying on of hands, merely 

recognizes in a public way what the Holy Spirit has already done.

So why am I even talking about this topic today? I’ll tell you one 

reason. Pastor Randy received five books on the topic of ordination 

in the mail this week, and he didn’t order any of them. And those five 

are merely the tip of an iceberg. Ordination currently is a hot topic 

in Adventism. My wife and I leave for San Antonio, Texas, next week, 

where the General Conference of the Seventh-day Adventist Church 

will be meeting in its quinquennial session. And one of the most con­

troversial issues of the session is a vote related to the ordination of 

female pastors by those world divisions who desire to do so. There is 

a good reason why our pastor asked me to talk on this subject today. 

Namely, that the ordination of women is a topic that many feel could 

split the Adventist church. And it could if  we operate on heat and 

emotion rather light and biblical understanding. Thus we had better 

be very clear on what the Bible says regarding ordination. The issue 

is not one of ministry for women. I’m going to say that again in case 

some people have wax in their ears, or, like me, are just plain hard of 

hearing. The issue is not one of ministry for women. That has already 

been decided. God used women all the way through Scripture. Try
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Deborah for a woman who had authority over men. And Joel 2:28 

tells us that we are yet to see young women having prophetic visions 

at the end of time. Then there are such female leaders in the New Tes­

tament as the four daughters of Philip, Priscilla, Phoebe the deacon,4 

Junia, who Paul in Romans 16:7 calls an apostle,5 and others. Women 

have always had a place in the ministry of both Testaments. And the 

Adventist church has approved officially the roles of female pastors 

and local elders. Beyond that, it formally ordains female elders and 

commissions female pastors, both through the laying on of hands.

However, it is a man’s world. Thus females have had an uphill 

battle. Up until recent times women were often thought of as posses­

sions. But my wife does not consider herself to be a possession. If I 

took that approach it would be the end of me! Times have changed. In 

the time of Christ a Jewish male thanked God in prayer every morn­

ing that he was not a Gentile, not a slave, and not a woman. Even in 

the United States women did not have the right to vote until 1920. 

And a married woman in the early 19th century could not in many 

states own her own property. It belonged to her husband, even if  she 

brought it into the marriage. All down through history men have run 

the show. And maintaining male power has been a crucial aspect of 

history. But such passages as Galatians 3 signaled a new course when 

Paul wrote that “as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put 

on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 

free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 

Jesus” (verses 27-28).

The church has had a difficult time with all three parts of that re­

sponse to the Jewish prayer. Just think of the struggle to get Gentiles 

into the church on an equal basis with Jews. The Jews attempted to 

keep them out unless they first became Jewish. Then there was the
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issue of slavery, with part of the church using selected Bible passages 

to justify keeping people in servitude. The United States finally set­

tled that issue by a deadly Civil War in the 1860s. But the most per­

sistent of all discriminations has been the sexual. Women have faced 

discrimination down through history, including in the “enlightened” 

Christian West.

Even our Bible translations have succumbed to that discrimina­

tion. One example is found in Romans 16:1, which speaks of Phoebe 

the “deaconess” (e.g., RSV). That is very interesting since the Bible 

knows of no order of deaconesses. In the Greek, Phoebe is called a 

diakonos, meaning deacon. And deacons were set apart by the laying 

on of hands in the New Testament. But large sectors of the post-bib­

lical church have created the order of deaconess, and have tradition­

ally not set them apart by the laying on of hands. Adventism in the 

past followed that less-than-biblical path. A second example of verbal 

discrimination is located in Romans 16:7, where we find Androni- 

cus and Junia labeled as “apostles.” Some translations have added 

the word “men” after those two names (see e.g., RSV), even though 

the gender description is not found in the Greek New Testament and 

Junia was undoubtedly a female.6 We need to recognize that Bible 

translators have generally been men; men who have often brought 

their own prejudices to their task.

And male prejudices are not limited to Bible translators. I have 

been surprised by some of the arguments my seminary students have 

used against the ordination of women. One of the more interesting 

ones, put forth by one of my African students in the late 1980s, was 

that there were no female priests in the Old Testament. Several others 

jumped in with agreement. Good point, they argued.

And he did have a point. There were indeed no female priests
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in the Old Testament. I let them hash that obvious point over a bit 

and then noted that there were no black priests in the Old Testament 

either. I was quick to add that the same was true of European whites. 

All the priests were of Asian decent. But not just Asian, but of He­

brew lineage, but even then all were from the tribe of Levi of the fam­

ily of Abraham. In fact, they were all sons of Aaron. I suggested to my 

students that they needed to be careful about how they tried to prove 

a point.

But they were not finished yet. The next argument raised used 

the passage in Timothy that says that an elder must be “the husband 

of one wife” (1 Timothy 3:2). Here was the clincher. They now had a 

Bible verse to prove their point. After all, from the biblical perspec­

tive, only males could have a wife. Slam dunk; problem solved!

Maybe. But that interpretation does have some problems. After 

all, it has the slight disadvantage of locking both Jesus and Paul out 

of the ministry. Think about it. Jesus, not having a wife, wouldn’t 

qualify. And Paul was in the same boat. Watch out how quick you 

draw your gospel gun and start blazing off into the night. Every 

Bible passage has a context. And the “one wife” passage was super 

appropriate in the Greco-Roman world, where it was not a social 

problem to have a lady on the side, or a little boy for that matter. 

What Paul is telling us in First Timothy is that pastors could not 

have more than one wife; they could have one and only one. They 

needed to be moral, which meant no concubines, polygamy, or oth­

er relationships on the side.

But, some of my students remonstrated, a woman isn’t supposed 

to speak in public; they are to “learn in silence” and keep quiet (1 

Timothy 2:11-12). Once again, Paul is dealing with a local problem 

in Greek culture in which it would have been inappropriate for
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women to have a public role. But the Bible has females speaking out 

publicly in both Testaments. And the silence-only rule, if followed 

consistently, would put nearly all Adventist congregations in a tight 

spot. I’ve seen several women up front in church today speaking 

and leading the song service. That is hardly being silent in church. 

Beyond that, this particular congregation has three female elders. 

In Greek culture females did not have that freedom. And Paul had 

to fit into that Greek world.

All down through history, including in the New Testament, we 

find God using women in public religious roles. That is not the issue. 

The problem we are facing today is the ordination of women as min­

isters. But is that a real problem? Only if one has a Roman Catholic 

view of ordination. I am going to say that again. Ordination of fe­

males is only a problem if  one has a Roman Catholic view of ordina­

tion, in which a priest is called “Father” and ordination adds almost 

magical, and even god-like, power. But if  nothing is added except 

public recognition of what has already taken place in a person’s call­

ing and ministry, then ordination is not as crucial an issue as some 

Adventists would like to make it. It is merely recognizing what is al­

ready taking place. And here we have an interesting situation in that 

many female pastors are doing a much better job in pastoral ministry 

than many of their male counterparts.

But if  no mysterious or spiritual power is added at ordination, 

then the ordination of women is a non-issue, even though some 

see it as the ultimate heresy. Such individuals fail to understand 

the biblical meaning of ordination. Interestingly, in Seventh-day 

Adventism both male and female pastors have their ministry recog­

nized by the laying on of hands. By General Conference action fe­

male pastors possess all the rights and prerogatives of male pastors,
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except that they cannot be ordained and therefore cannot serve as 

conference presidents.

Let me be clear here, pastors of both sexes in Adventism receive 

recognition by the laying on of hands. But for men it is called “ordi­

nation,” while for women it is called “commissioning.” Do you under­

stand what I just said? They all do the same thing, they all have the 

same ministry, they all have the same laying on of hands, yet they are 

certified by different words. And in that the church is merely playing 

a word game. For men, the exalted group, we call it “ordination.” For 

women we call it “commissioning.” But from a biblical perspective 

they are exactly the same thing.

In December 2012 I held a seminar for the division leadership of 

the church in the United States and Canada and suggested that since 

ordination is not a biblical word, we should just drop the word; get 

rid of it. Of course, that would do away with a lot of medieval history. 

I told them I was willing to turn in my ordination papers and they 

could give me a card stating that I was a commissioned minister. Big 

deal. It doesn’t make any real difference. Just solve the problem, get 

rid of the troublesome, non-biblical word. But getting rid of the word 

for those who see something magical in it, or powerful in it, is heresy. 

So, like I said earlier, the whole topic of ordination is high on heat 

and low on light; high on emotion but weak on biblical knowledge.

I like Ellen White’s approach to the topic. She held that her ordina­

tion came from God. While she held a certificate of ordination from 

the General Conference, she had never been ordained by a man. She 

didn’t need it. She had been called and ordained (appointed) by God.

I took the same position in my own ministry. Having a rather 

unique situation, I was not ordained until I was 55—almost ready 

to die! I remember receiving phone calls from conference presidents
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asking if I would preach ordination sermons. My standard reply was 

that I would preach the sermon as long as they did not ask me to 

lay hands on anybody. That statement was followed by silence at 

the other end of the line. Finally, the inevitable “Why not?” would 

come through. “Because I am not ordained.” No problem. I went and 

preached the ordination sermon anyway. I never worried about or­

dination or even holding ministerial credentials. For more than a 

decade I was the only professor in the Seventh-day Adventist Theo­

logical Seminary who did not hold so much as a ministerial license. 

But I preached all over the place to the people and dignitaries of the 

church, including for the General Conference. I never had a concern 

about ordination because I knew that it was merely an outward rec­

ognition of the call of God. And I had the call from God, so I was not 

concerned with the recognition of humans.

But when I was 54 I received a phone call asking me if  I would 

like to be formally ordained. I replied that it didn’t matter to me, but 

if  they really had a burden to ordain me they could call the next year 

and ask again. So they phoned when I was 55 and asked again. And 

I said yes, if  you really want to ordain me, we can move forward with 

that recognition.

But, I need to ask, what happened when I was ordained? What 

happened in my ministry? NOTHING DIFFERENT! I continued to 

do what I had been doing for years. I did feel good that they gave 

me a little piece of paper. But that was it. God had appointed me (or­

dained me) as a minister, and if God calls a person, human ordina­

tion is only a recognition of that fact. But if  a person does not have 

the call of God, ordination means nothing. We need to get it straight 

on the biblical meaning of ordination.

As we go through these next few months, we need to keep our
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church and its members in our prayers on this topic. No matter which 

way the vote goes in San Antonio, there are going to be a lot of disap­

pointed people. My prayer is that somehow we might begin to grasp 

more clearly what the Bible really teaches about ordination and the 

laying on of hands and what has made the topic so divisive in the 

history of the church. We need to realize that it is the church history 

aspect, particularly the medieval definitions that, as Ellen White put 

it, gave ordination “unwarrantable importance,”7 that has made it an 

explosive topic today.

And here I must be frank: I can understand why Roman Catholics 

might be upset by the ordination of women; and I can perhaps even 

understand why Baptists might have a problem; but I’m having a re­

ally difficult time with Adventists. Let’s face it: the most influential 

clergy person in the history of Adventism has been a female—Ellen 

White. And she spoke out loud in churches all over the place and she 

had spiritual authority over men. For Adventists to be struggling over 

the ordination of women in ministry is simply incomprehensible to 

me. But if  I were the devil, I’d push everybody’s buttons except their 

biblically-thinking button. My only conclusion is that there are a 

whole lot of confused Adventists out there. Let’s pray.

Notes

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from the Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible.

2. Ellen G. White, The Acts o f  the Apostles (Mountain View, CA, 1911), pp. 161- 
162; italics supplied.

3. See Jaroslav Pelikan, The Riddle o f  Roman Catholicism: Its History, Its Beliefs, 
Its Future (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1959), pp. 110-127.

4. The Greek in Romans 16:1 says "deacon.” The New Testament knows of no 
order of deaconess. Both males and females were deacons.
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CHAPTER
FIVE

Proving More Than Intended’

Surprising as it may seem, we sometimes prove more than 

we set out to if  we extend our methodology to its logical 

conclusions.

The Case of Jewelry

For example, some have argued that one of the best reasons for 

modern Christians to not wear jewelry is that we are currently living 

in the antitypical day of atonement.

In the Old Testament the annual Day of Atonement was the most 

solemn day in the Jewish calendar. It was a day of self-examination, 

judgment, and cleansing. And it wasn’t just a day for the priests to offer 

special sacrifices. Every individual had to be involved, lest he or she be 

“cut off” Repeatedly the Israelites were told to “afflict” themselves on 

that most solemn day (see Leviticus 16:29-30; 23:27,32; Numbers 29:7, 

RSV). “Whoever is not afflicted on this same day shall be cut off from 

his people” (Leviticus 23:29). It was a serious day indeed.

*This chapter was written in response to a presentation opposed to the request of the North American 
Division at the 1995 General Conference session for each division to have the option of ordaining fe­
male pastors. I was dumbfounded by the logic used by the presenter and the argument’s hermeneutical 
implications. It was first published by M in is t r y  in March 1996. The only revisions have been technical, 
but I have provided several endnote references that were missing earlier.
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“The commandment to ‘afflict yourselves,”’ writes Gordon Wen- 

ham, “underlined the need for every individual to examine himself 

and repent of his sins.”1 Others have argued that part of this affliction 

would be humility and plainness of dress. Thus those truly searching 

their hearts would put aside their jewelry.

I find this to be an interesting position. But it seems to me that it 

is simpler to prove that one shouldn’t have sex on the antitypical day 

of atonement. After all, Leviticus 15:16-18 says that those who have 

sexual intercourse are ceremonially unclean until evening. That im­

plies that they would be disqualified from performing the religious 

duties of the annual Day of Atonement. When that interpretation is 

extended to the anti typical day of atonement, it becomes even more 

fascinating. It is one thing to not have sex on a holy day; it is quite 

another to not participate in it during the entire time of the antitypi­

cal period. Of course, those with a proclivity toward such an applica­

tion can also find eschatological justification for their position. After 

all, doesn’t Revelation 14:1-5 teach that the 144,000 will be “virgins”? 

While some may jump for joy over such an interpretation, others 

would probably see it as more “affliction” than they are happy to deal 

with.

Of course, it is even more easily proved by the above line of logic 

that all work is forbidden in the antitypical day of atonement (Leviti­

cus 23:28, 30, 31; Numbers 29:7). But while that point is most easily 

proved, the average mind doesn’t find its consequences nearly so in­

teresting to contemplate as the no-sex argument.

At this juncture it is important for me to point out plainly that I 

am not arguing either for or against jewelry, sex, or work. My point 

has to do with the proper use of Scripture. Specifically, I am point­

ing out that we sometimes inadvertently prove more than we intend
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through our use of logic as it relates to the Bible. It is important also 

to note that I do not doubt the sincerity of those who have set forth 

such arguments. The issue is one of methodology rather than sincer­

ity. There may be excellent arguments against the use of jewelry (and 

sex and work) in the Bible, but it seems to me that the argument re­

lated to the antitypical day of atonement is not one of them. Typo­

logy (as is also true of parables), while valid for many inferences, has 

definite limitations.

The Case of the Ordination of Women

Another illustration of an argument that proves more than in­

tended has to do with the ordination of women. The Seventh-day 

Adventist Church (along with several other denominations) has seen 

a great deal of argumentation on both sides of the topic for the past 

few years.

One speaker recently based his argument against women’s ordi­

nation on the fact that the Adventist Church is a church of the Bible 

and thus “God’s Word must be our focus.”2 Given that solid founda­

tion, he quite appropriately quoted Isaiah 8:20: “To the law and to the 

testimony: if  they speak not according to this word, it is because there 

is no light in them” (KJV).

He next guided his hearers to the “timeless message” of 1 Timo­

thy 2, emphasizing especially verse 12: “I do not permit a woman to 

have authority over a man.”3 That was followed by a threefold argu­

ment favoring male leadership.

This speaker was quite certain that Paul’s advice had nothing to 

do with culture. To the contrary, the counsel was set forth as a univer­

sal moral imperative, and transgressing it means nothing less than 

“the derailment of a mission-driven church.”4



140 | Adventist Authority Wars

The real issue, he asserted, was that we trust the Bible writers. 

At that point the argument became even more intense and certainly 

more interesting from a hermeneutical perspective. “Now the ques­

tion is,” he said to his audience, “How do we interpret the Bible?” His 

reply was that the Bible doesn’t need interpretation. Or, as he put it: 

“The Word of God is infallible; accept it as it reads. We have plenty of 

counsel about the danger of modifying God's instructions.... What we 

need as Seventh-day Adventists, friends, is submission to the Word 

of God, not reinterpretation.”5

Subsequently, he cited Ellen White as saying that “the Lord will 

have a people upon the earth to maintain the Bible and the Bible only 

as the standard of doctrine and the basis of all reform.” He concluded 

his study in part by claiming that he was against the ordination of 

women to ministry because “it violates the doctrine of the Holy Scrip­

tures by not accepting Scripture as it plainly reads.”6

What Was Really Proved?

There is no doubt that he was speaking the honest convictions 

of his heart. Yet I sat dumbfounded as I read and contemplated his 

forceful presentation. For one thing, 1 Timothy 2:12 says absolute­

ly nothing about ordination. Then again, I could hardly believe the 

presentation came from a Seventh-day Adventist—maybe a conser­

vative Calvinist, but not an Adventist. After all, Adventists have the 

phenomenon of Ellen White. I was struck full in the face with the 

fact that, if  one accepted his presuppositions, what had actually been 

demonstrated was that Ellen White is a false prophet.

Roger Coon illustrates my point well when he relates his experi­

ence with an itinerant evangelist who came to Napa, California, and 

placed a large advertisement in the local newspaper promising to
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destroy the doctrines of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in a pre­

sentation on Thursday evening and demolish their prophet the fol­

lowing week. Coon attended both sessions. In the second, the evan­

gelist “proved” the Seventh-day Adventist Church was a false church 

because one of its primary founders was a woman who defied the 

teachings of the apostle Paul forbidding women to speak in Christian 

churches.

Adventists, for obvious reasons, have always resisted that inter­

pretation. The church has traditionally justified Ellen White’s public 

ministry by noting that the counsel given about women being silent 

in church in 1 Timothy 2:11-12 was rooted in the custom of time and 

place and was not to be woodenly applied now that conditions had 

changed. Thus, as The Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary puts 

it: “Because of the general lack of private and public rights then ac­

corded women, Paul felt it to be expedient to give this counsel to the 

church. Any severe breach of accepted social custom brings reproach 

upon the church.... In the days of Paul, custom required that women 

be very much in the background.”7

Let’s return to our Adventist speaker and examine a bit more 

carefully his use of 1 Timothy 2. The first thing to note is that he 

read only that portion of the passage that suited his purpose. The 

words immediately preceding the partial verse he quoted were: “A 

woman should learn in quietness and full submission” (1 Timothy 

2:11, NIV). And the words immediately following the “timeless mes­

sage” he read merely reinforce that sentiment. His paraphrase also 

left out the words “to teach or” since his only focus was on the restric­

tion dealing with “authority.” Let me quote verse 12 in full: “I do not 

permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must 

be silent” (NIV).
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Now it is obvious that if  one is testing everything in the strictest 

sense by the words of the law and the testimony and if  one is not 

“modifying" God’s instructions (or interpreting them), but simply ac­

cepting Scripture as it “plainly reads,” then it is a necessary conclu­

sion that Ellen G. White must be a false prophet of the most serious 

type.

To put it mildly, she seldom remained silent in church. In fact, 

she taught authoritatively to men and women everywhere she went. 

She was the ultimate transgressor if  in fact 1 Timothy 2:11-12 is ex­

pressing a “timeless message” that doesn’t need interpretation.

Let’s face it: after one examines all the arguments on headship 

and/or the significance of Eve’s sinning before Adam—and after one 

is exposed to all the fine points of argument coming from the biblical 

Greek and Hebrew and the scholarly German and French—the plain 

fact is that the Bible says in unmistakable English that women are not 

to teach and that they are to be silent.

Of course, if one’s hermeneutic allows for the consideration of 

the time and place in which Scripture was written, then the problem 

isn’t nearly as serious. But our friend allowed himself no such out. 

Thus he is stuck with the fact that when tested by a “plain reading” 

of the Bible, Ellen White is a false prophet. He had proved more than 

he intended.

On the other hand, if  one concedes that the part about silence 

needs to be “modified” a bit (should I be bold enough to say “inter­

preted” or “contextualized” to time and place?), then one must also 

grant that such license must be extended to the whole verse. But that, 

of course, would lead to an undermining of the entire argument. 

While that might seem frightful to some, the only alternative is to be 

stuck with a false prophet.
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The fine points of my argument seem to have been missed by 

two recently published books that follow the same general line of ar­

gument as discussed above. Both see 1 Timothy 2:11-14, along with 

the somewhat parallel passage in 1 Corinthians 14:34-35, as being 

crucial texts in the case against ordination (even though neither pas­

sage mentions the topic), both see the issue as being one of biblical 

authority, and both take the position that the Bible can be faithfully 

read only as it is.

Having said that, however, they immediately begin to modify 

and interpret the part about women being silent in church. As one of 

the volumes points out, “the issue here is not muzzling women into 

silence.”8 The other book claims that the 1 Corinthians passage “cer­

tainly does not really mean” that women have to be silent in church, 

since that “would contradict other Pauline teaching.” “The conclusion 

is that the restriction” on women speaking in church “must be in refer­

ence to authoritative teaching that is a part of the pastoral office, the 

position of leadership and spiritual authority over a congregation.”9

Now, that is an interesting interpretation, but it doesn’t get Ellen 

White off the false prophet hook. After all she spoke quite authori­

tatively, even to the leading ministers both in the church and out. 

In fact, she found herself often enough in public conflict with male 

ministers, and she managed to argue quite authoritatively in spite of 

Paul’s injunction.

It is an interesting point that for some years Ellen White held 

ministerial credentials and her credentials were those of an ordained 

minister, even though she was never technically ordained by the lay­

ing on of human hands. She was (and is) the most “authoritative” 

minister the Seventh-day Adventist Church has ever had. If  anyone 

in Adventism—male or female—has ever spoken with authority, it
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has been Ellen White.

When the second of these recently published books comes to 

explaining the significance of the statement about women being si­

lent in 1 Timothy 2:11-14, it arrives at the apex of modification and 

adapted interpretation. "What is prohibited to women,” our author 

tells us, “is teaching in the worship services as a part of the ecclesiasti­

cal office of pastor, which involves the exercise of spiritual authority. 

Women who are asked to participate in worship services, whether by 

praying or exhorting, do so on the basis of the authority delegated by 

the male pastor who holds the ecclesiastical office and whose spiri­

tual authority is derived from Christ.”10

So much for not interpreting and for reading just the plain words 

of the Bible.

Even that massive reconstruction of the text doesn’t get Ellen 

White off the hook. She exercised spiritual authority in public and in 

private, and her hearers were both male and female. Of course, peo­

ple can continue to finesse their definitions so as to make Paul come 

out with their conclusions, but doing that is hardly a reading of the 

“plain words” of the Bible. And such a procedure most certainly fails 

to follow its own hermeneutical method to its logical conclusions.

Some Final Thoughts

Before moving away from the stimulating topic of women’s ordina­

tion, perhaps I should share one more argument that proves more than 

intended. One day in my pastoral formation class one of my students 

came up with the “airtight answer” to the issue of women's ordination. 

“Read the Old Testament,” said he. “Every ordained priest was a male.”

“True,” I replied, “but you have proved too much if you stick to 

your argument. If  you follow your logic, you will have to conclude
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that very few, including you, are biblically eligible for ordination, be­

cause the Old Testament approved only the ordination of male Ori­

entals. And even at that, not just any Oriental would do. They had to 

be Hebrew, and then only of the Aaronic line of the Levitical family.”

“Well,” say some who want to extend the argument, “look at Jesus. 

He appointed only male disciples.” True, but it can just as truly be 

argued that He appointed only non-Diaspora Jewish disciples. Let's 

be faithful to the logic of our own arguments.

“But,” says another, “Paul was a male from the Diaspora who was 

‘kind of’ a disciple, even though not one of the twelve.” Yes, but some 

of the original non-Diaspora male disciples might point out that Paul 

is where all the trouble began. After all, look at the problems he raised 

when he began to apply the gospel to the context of first-century Gen­

tiles. He nearly split the New Testament church. “But,” yet another sug­

gests, “that’s why Paul’s experience is in the Bible. With him all justifi­

able contextualization must cease. After all, you can't go to extremes on 

this business of applying the Bible to new times and places.”

The arguments can go on and on. And they will.

In closing I want to say again that the topic of this chapter is not 

jewelry, sex, work, or the ordination of women. Rather, it is a cau­

tion to examine the full consequences of our theological method lest 

we prove more than we intend; it is a plea to be faithful to our own 

logic and to the totality of the texts selected to demonstrate our point. 

Thus jewelry and ordination merely provide contemporary illustra­

tions that prompt a call for the sound use of Scripture. After all, there 

is a major difference between using the Bible to prove a point and 

developing a sound biblical argument. A “high view” of the Bible de­

mands a wholesome hermeneutic.
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CHAPTER
SIX

Ecclesiastical Deadlock: 
James White Solves a Problem 

That Had No Answer*

Church organization was one of the hardest fought battles in 

Adventism’s early years. Extending over nearly two decades, 

the struggle not only eventuated in aspects of church order 

not even suggested in Scripture, but provided a key hermeneutical 

principle for deciding other topics not made explicit in the Bible.

In the process, James White and many others experienced a

‘ Chapter 6 was originally written for W o m e n  a n d  O r d in a t i o n :  B i b l i c a l  a n d  H i s t o r i c a l  S t u d ie s , which was 
published by Pacific Press in April 2015. Edited by John W. Reeve, the book was initiated by a special 
committee of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary. The book’s aim was to help educate 
the denomination on issues related to the ordination of women as the church moved toward its 2015 
General Conference session.

The title of this chapter in that book was “James White Finds the Answer.” A shortened version 
was published under the current title in M in is t r y  in July 2014. It focused on the hermeneutical key that 
allowed early Adventists to make decisions on topics not adequately covered in Scripture. The purpose 
of the publication of the material in M in is t r y  was to set forth a model of how the Adventist pioneers 
worked through issues not settled in Scripture that might aid the members of the Theology of Ordina­
tion Study Committee. Unfortunately, the Committee had completed its task by the time the article had 
worked its way through the publication process.

NOTE: This chapter has been drastically abbreviated in order to cut out much of the needlessly 
redundant material that is also found in Chapter 1. Some redundancy remains. But that which remains 
presents a focused argument that is not only historically important but is also crucial to finding a break­
through to current issues troubling the denomination.
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hermeneutical metamorphosis—a necessary transformation that al­

lowed Seventh-day Adventism to develop into the worldwide force 

that it is today. Without the change, Adventism would probably still 

be a backwater religious group largely confined to the Northeastern 

and Midwestern United States.

Deadlock

George Storrs set forth the basic position for the Adventist strug­

gle over organization in 1844 when he proclaimed that “no church 

can be organized by man’s invention but what it becomes Babylon 

the moment it is organized”1 That proclamation rang true to a genera­

tion of Adventists who had been persecuted by their denominations 

as Millerism reached its crest in 1843 and 1844.

Of course, some of the founders of what became Seventh-day 

Adventism didn’t need much help on the anti-organizational front. 

For James White and Joseph Bates the stance came naturally since 

they had come from the Christian Connexion, which had no effective 

church structure above the congregational level.2 Even Ellen White, 

who came from the highly structured Methodist Episcopal Church, 

had seen the Babylonianish characteristics of her denomination as 

it defrocked ministers for advocating Millerism, sought to silence 

members who wouldn’t be quiet on the topic, and disfellowshipped 

those who chose not to obey that hierarchical order—including her 

own family who faced a church trial and lost their church member­

ship in 1843.3

It is no accident that the earliest Sabbatarian Adventists were 

suspicious of the persecuting power of Babylon. They had felt the 

power of church structures in a way that wasn’t pleasurable or, they 

believed, even Christian.
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But as the Sabbatarians began to develop their own congrega­

tions in the early 1850s, they soon realized that symbolic Babylon 

had more than one meaning in the Bible. It could represent not only 

a persecuting entity but also confusion. It is that latter definition that 

James and Ellen White began to emphasize by late 1853 as they faced 

the problems of a disorganized movement that had little sense of di­

rection and no structure above the congregational level.4

Even Bates was on board regarding the need for church order 

of some sort. In harmony with his Connexionist background, Bates 

claimed that biblical church order must be restored to the church be­

fore the Second Advent. He argued that during the Middle Ages the 

“law-breakers” “deranged” such essential elements of Christianity as 

the Sabbath and biblical church order. God had used the Sabbatarian 

Adventists to restore the seventh-day Sabbath and it was “perfectly 

clear” to his mind “that God will employ law-keepers as instruments 

to restore...a ‘glorious Church,’ not having spot or wrinkle.... This uni­

ty of the faith, and perfect church order, never has existed since the 

days of the apostles.”5

By 1853 the problem wasn’t seeing the need for church structure; 

rather, it was biblical justification for such a move. And that need 

takes us to early Adventist hermeneutics.

Hermeneutical Transformation and the Way Forward

While Bates was quite certain that the apostolic order of the 

church needed to be restored, he made no room for any element of 

organization not found explicitly in the New Testament. James White 

at this early period shared a similar opinion. Thus he could write in 

1854 that “by gospel, or church order we mean that order in church 

association and discipline taught in the gospel of Jesus Christ by the
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writers of the New Testament.”6 A few months later he spoke of the 

“perfect system of order, set forth in the New Testament by inspi­

ration of God.... The Scriptures present a perfect system, which, if 

carried out, will save the Church from imposters” and provide the 

ministers with an adequate platform for carrying out the work of the 

church.7 J. B. Frisbie, the most active writer in the Review in the mid- 

18 50s on church order, agreed with Bates and White that every aspect 

of church order needed to be explicitly spelled out in the Bible.8

With their literalistic biblical approach to church order, it is of 

little surprise that Frisbie and others soon began to discuss the ordi­

nation of deacons, local elders, and pastors. By the mid-1850s they 

were ordaining all three classes.9

Gradually they were strengthening gospel order at the level of the 

local church. In fact, the individual congregation was the only level 

of organization that most Sabbatarians gave much thought to. Thus 

such leaders as Bates could preface an extended article on “Church 

Order” with the following definition: “Church, signifies a particular 

congregation of believers in Christ, united together in the order of 

the gospel.”10

But in the second half of the 1850s the church-order debate 

among Sabbatarians would focus on what it meant for congrega­

tions to be “united together.” At least five issues would force leaders 

such as James White to look at church organization more globally. 

The first had to do with the legal ownership of property—especially 

the publishing office and church buildings. Other issues included the 

problems of paying preachers, the assignment of preachers to work 

locations, the transfer of membership between congregations, and 

the question of how independent congregations should relate to each 

other. The problems related to the paying and assigning of preachers
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were especially difficult since the Sabbatarians had no settled pas­

tors. The issues the young movement faced logically led to thinking 

beyond the congregational level.

By 1859 those concerns were joined by others, including the 

need to extend missionary labor to new fields. Those needs and oth­

ers drove James White to progressively urge the need for a more com­

plex and adequate form of church structure.

“We lack system,” he cried out in the Review on July 21, 1859. 

White let it be known that he was sick and tired of the cry of Babylon 

every time that anyone mentioned organization. “We venture to say 

that there is not another people under heaven more worthy of the 

brand of Babylon than those professing the Advent faith who reject 

Bible order. Is it not high time that we as a people heartily embrace 

everything that is good and right in the churches? Is it not blind folly 

to start back at the idea of system, found everywhere in the Bible, 

simply because it is observed in the fallen churches?”11 White firmly 

believed that in order to get the Advent movement moving it had to 

organize. That task he would pursue with full vigor between 1860 

and 1863.

Meanwhile, James’s strategic place in the Sabbatarian movement 

had given him a scope of vision that not only separated him from the 

reasoning processes of many of his fellow believers, but had trans­

formed his own thinking. Three points White raised in 1859 are of 

special importance as we look forward to his organizing activities in 

the early 1860s.

First, he had moved beyond the biblical literalism of his earlier 

days when he believed that the Bible must explicitly spell out each 

aspect of church organization. In 1859 he argued that “we should not 

be afraid of that system which is not opposed by the Bible, and is ap-
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proved by sound sense.”12 Thus he had come to a new hermeneutic. 

He had moved from a principle o f  Bible interpretation that held that the 

only things Scripture allowed were those things it explicitly approved 

to a hermeneutic that approved o f  anything that did not contradict the 

Bible and good sense. That shift was essential to the creative steps in 

church organization he would advocate in the 1860s.

That revised hermeneutic, however, put White in opposition to 

those, such as Frisbie and R. F. Cottrell, who continued to maintain a 

literalistic approach to the Bible that demanded that it explicitly spell 

something out before the church could accept it. To answer that men­

tality, White noted that nowhere in the Bible did it say that Christians 

should have a weekly paper, operate a steam printing press, build 

places of worship, or publish books. He went on to argue that the 

“living church of God” needed to move forward with prayer and com­

mon sense.13

White’s second point involved a redefinition of Babylon, noting 

that it not only signified persecution but also confusion. His third 

point concerned mission. Sabbatarians must organize if  they were to 

fulfill their responsibility to preach the three angels’ messages.

Thus between 1856 and 1859 White shifted from a literalistic 

perspective to one much more pragmatic. A second round in the her­

meneutical struggle took place when James White raised the question 

of incorporating church property in February 1860 so that it could 

be legally held and insured. He bluntly stated that he refused to sign 

notes of responsibility for individuals who desired to lend their mon­

ey to the publishing house. Thus the movement needed to make ar­

rangements to hold church property in a “proper manner.”14

White’s suggestion called forth a vigorous reaction from R. F. Cot­

trell (a corresponding editor of the Review and the leader of those
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opposed to church organization) in March 1860. On April 26 James 

White published an extensive reply to Cottrell in which he raised 

again the hermeneutical argument that he had used against the bib­

lical literalists in 1859. Acknowledging that he could find no plain 

text of Scripture for holding property legally, he pointed out that the 

church did many things for which it could find no Bible text. He then 

moved on to Jesus’ command to let “your light so shine before men,” 

pointing out that He did “not give all the particulars how this shall 

be done.” At that point he wrote that “we believe it safe to be governed 

by the following RULE. All means which, according to sound judgment, 

will advance the cause o f  truth, and are not forbidden by plain scrip­

ture declarations, should be employed.”15 With that declaration White 

placed himself fully on the platform of a pragmatic, common sense 

approach to all issues not definitely settled in the Bible. Ellen White 

supported her husband in his struggle with Cottrell.16

The hermeneutical struggle renewed in October 1860 as the 

property difficulty came to a head at a conference James White called 

in Battle Creek to discuss the problem along with the related issues 

of legal incorporation and a formal name, a requirement for incorpo­

ration. Between September 29 and October 2, 1860, delegates from 

at least five states discussed the situation and possible solutions in 

great detail. All agreed that whatever they did should be according to 

the Bible, but, as we might expect, they disagreed over the hermeneu­

tical issue of whether something needed to be explicitly mentioned 

in the Bible. James White, as usual, argued that “every Christian duty 

is not given in the Scriptures.”17 That essential point had to be recog­

nized before they could make any progress toward legal organiza­

tion. Gradually, as the various problems and options surfaced, the 

majority of the candidates accepted White’s hermeneutical rule.
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The October 1860 conference accomplished several main goals. 

The first involved the adoption of a constitution for the legal incorpo­

ration of the publishing association. The second was that “individual 

churches so...organize as to hold their church property or church 

buildings legally.” James White, still fighting the hermeneutical battle 

with the proof-texters, twice called the objectors to produce “one text 

of scripture to show that this is wrong.” Not being able to find such a 

passage or to match his logic, the objectors surrendered and the mo­

tion carried.18

Concluding Thoughts

The above discussion appears to be one concerned with issues related 

to church organization. But that is only a surface reading o f  what took 

place. Undergirding each round o f  the struggle was something much 

more basic and important—the hermeneutical issue.

The early 1850s found all of the Sabbatarians in a literalistic, 

proof-texting frame of mind. Without an explicit text on a topic they 

would not and could not move forward.

James White found his way out of the rigid cul-du-sac in which 

they were trapped by revising his hermeneutics. He had come to real­

ize that “we should not be afraid of that system which is not opposed 

to the Bible, and is approved by sound sense.”19

With that hermeneutical breakthrough he provided the means by 

which he and his wife could guide the young movement into a mis­

sion to all the world. Without it, Seventh-day Adventism would have 

been hampered in its mission, as was every other branch of the Mil- 

lerite movement. All, except the Sabbatarians, remained small and 

ineffective. All remained trapped in an inflexible hermeneutic that 

failed to let them operate effectively in the real world of doing church.
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And what does James' new hermeneutic have to do with the topic 

of women in ministry, or even the ordination of women? EVERY­

THING!

A Postscript for Those Who Don’t Get the Point

Several concerns directly relate to James White finding the her­

meneutical key to issues not conclusively settled in the Bible, par­

ticularly those related to women in ministry and the ordination of 

women. The first is that there is no biblical text or texts on either side 

of the discussion that conclusively settle the issue of ordination. If 

there were, the debate would be over.

Of course, some put forward the male headship argument as the 

conclusive answer. But that is a disastrous approach for those who 

take the Bible seriously. After all, the Bible is clear that Christ is the 

only head of the Christian church and that all Christians are brothers 

and sisters in the body of that church (Ephesians 1:22-23; 4:15-16; 

Colossians 1:18). The Bible puts forth no intermediary position be­

tween Christ as head and believers as the body. Male headship theol­

ogy may be at the heart of Roman Catholic ecclesiology, but it has 

never been so in Adventism, which has traditionally advocated the 

New Testament’s teaching on the priesthood of all believers (1 Peter 

2:9). The Bible’s teaching regarding male headship is framed in terms 

of family relationships rather than ecclesiastical (Ephesians 5:22-25; 

1 Corinthians 11:3).20

Another attempt to find a biblical answer to issues related to the 

ordination of females is to appeal to such texts as 1 Timothy 2:11-15 

and 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 as the final answer. However, such an 

appeal not only has its own exegetical issues but is very problematic 

for Seventh-day Adventists. I demonstrate in another connection that
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such argumentation merely proves that Ellen White is a false prophet. 

After all, she spoke publicly all over the place and most certainly had 

“authority over men.”21

The natural fallback argument to that logic is that Ellen White 

was a prophet rather than a pastor. But that response contains the 

seeds of its own destruction in that it violates the plain words of 

Scripture, which says “woman” rather than “every woman except a fe­

male prophet.” Here we must ask the question of just how much vio­

lence against the Bible is allowed in our attempt to defend a certain, 

preferred reading of a text.

Given Ellen White’s prominence in Adventism, passages such as 

1 Timothy 2:11-12 and 1 Corinthians 14:34-35 had to be addressed 

early on and continuously in the denomination’s history. Up until 

the time when the ordination of women issue arose, the Adventist 

response had been consistent. Namely, that the counsel given about 

women was rooted in the custom of time and place and was not to be 

woodenly applied in a world in which conditions had changed. Thus, 

as The Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary puts it: “Because of 

the general lack of private and public rights then accorded women, 

Paul felt it to be expedient to give this counsel to the church. Any 

severe breach of accepted social custom brings reproach upon the 

church.... In the days of Paul, custom required that women be very 

much in the background.”22 The Adventist unanimity on the cultural 

interpretation of the passages, of course, hit a brick wall when the 

agenda of supporting the validity of Ellen White’s ministry ran head- 

on into the agenda of keeping women “in their place.” As might be 

expected, the new agenda of some has led to some interesting ex- 

egetical exercises that would have been strange fire indeed to James 

White, J. N. Andrews, J. H. Waggoner, and the other early Adventists,
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who consistently supported the cultural understanding of the dis­

puted passages.23
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