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Adventist History   

 Introduction: The author and the methods and purpose of the study 

reported here. Ronald Lawson was born into a devout Adventist family in Australia, and is still 

an active Adventist. Trained in both history and sociology, he became eager to understand the 

dynamics of his church. In 1984 he launched an ambitious study of global Adventism. Over the 

next more than two decades, he travelled to 60 countries in all divisions of the world church, 

and completed long searching interviews with over 4,000 Adventists. These interviewees were 

promised confidentiality because this was required by the university Human Subjects Office in 

order to protect them; it also helped make them comfortable speaking freely. Lawson learned 

about vast cultural differences among members of the global church, while also experiencing a 

strong sense of family ties among church members.                                                                                                                                                                                 

 From Sect to Denomination. Adventism, like most new religious groups, had 

sectarian roots. Stark and Bainbridge define sectarian as having high tension with society; they 

measure tension in terms of difference, mutual antagonisms, and separation from society 

[1980:49]. Using that definition, this essay argues that early Adventism was highly sectarian, 

and that it retained much of its tension with society for several decades. (Photo 1.) The title of 

its first hymnal, “Hymns for God’s Peculiar People”, was an excellent example of difference and 

separation.) However, like many other groups, especially those active in the USA, it gradually 

reduced its tension with society, following a trajectory from sect towards denomination 

throughout the developed world. This process resulted in many dramatic changes, although 

Adventism still retains some sectarian characteristics. The process was rendered much more 

complex because it occurred as Adventism experienced rapid globalization to such an extent 

that a considerable majority of its adherents are now located in the Developing world, where it 

rarely experienced high tension with society. 

 The Millerites. William Miller, the farmer/preacher who was the forerunner of 

Adventism, emerged towards the end of the Second Great Awakening (Photo 2). He had set out 

to understand the apocalyptic portions of the Bible, especially the book of Daniel. His approach 

to such passages was neither Preterist nor Futurist, but Historicist, so that he saw the symbols 

that appeared in Daniel as referring to real historical events between the time of Daniel and his 

own day. He set out to use these passages as a means to understand the events of his own 

times, and was especially concerned with the answer to the long-awaited question of when 
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Jesus would return. His approach focused on finding meaning in the symbols employed in the 

apocalyptic books of the Bible: for example, he interpreted a prophetic “day” as standing for a 

year in real time. He was especially intrigued by Daniel 8:14. As a farmer without training in 

biblical languages, he relied on the English translation of the Bible he had available, the King 

James’ Version. In that translation, Daniel 8:14 read thus: “Unto two thousand and three 

hundred days; then shall the sanctuary be cleansed.” According to his method, this time-span 

was interpreted as a period of 2,300 years; he assumed that the “sanctuary” was the earth, and 

its cleansing the events associated with the Second Coming of Jesus. Miller used a reference to 

“from the going forth of the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem” [Daniel 9:25] to establish 

the beginning of the long prophetic period, and from that he concluded that the cleansing of 

the sanctuary, or the return of Jesus, would occur about the year 1843 A.D., twelve years after 

he began to preach his message of warning. 

 In early 1840, Joshua Himes (photo 3), a Christian Connection minister, was convinced 

by Miller that Christ would return very soon, and he joined forces with him, becoming the 

movement’s chief organizer. His efforts were one reason why the movement gathered energy 

during the years that followed. Another was Miller’s embrace of a date when Christ would 

return.  

Miller did not try to be more precise about the time when the return of Christ should be 

expected until 1843. He eventually settled on October 22, 1844, the Day of Atonement that 

year according to the calendar of the Karaite Jewish community.  This calendar was supposedly 

based on a more accurate and ancient dating system linked, as laid out in the Hebrew 

Scriptures, to the dates of first crops and new moons. The Rabbinical system, which was used 

by most Jews, was based on compromises deemed necessary after the Jews were scattered. 

The Day of Atonement in 1844 according to the Rabbinical calendar was September 23 [Pfandl 

2003]. Miller’s choice of October 22, a date that was so near at hand, greatly increased the 

excitement associated with his movement. He devised complex charts to demonstrate how the 

time prophecies of the biblical books Daniel and Revelation culminated in 1844, and used these 

in his preaching (Photo 4). 

 As October 22, 1844 neared, the movement strengthened from New England to 

Michigan.  The number of followers is uncertain, but estimates have varied from 10,000 to over 

a million. Miller himself estimated their number at 50,000.  The setting of the date of the 

expected Coming had the effect of greatly increasing enthusiasm and commitment among the 

followers: for example, some farmers among them, especially in Northern New England, did not 

harvest their crops that Fall to demonstrate the certainty of their expectation. 

 On the morning of the day when the Second Coming was expected, groups of Millerites 

gathered in various places, ready and eager to welcome their returning Lord. When this failed 

to occur, the day became known as “the Great Disappointment” [Numbers and Butler, 1987; 

Schwarz and Greenleaf, 2000].  
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 The Little Flock. The failure of Jesus to return as expected disconfirmed Miller’s 

prophecy and caused bitter disappointment for him and among his followers. In response, the 

majority of participants, finding themselves the objects of scorn, withdrew from the movement. 

However, some hung on, and rapidly divided into three separate groups. One group, dubbed 

“the Little Flock”, originally the smallest of the three, refused to dismiss the quality of the 

fellowship and the sense of God’s presence. They believed that God had led them and that their 

expectations had been meaningful.  On October 23, two of these followers experienced a vision 

while engaged in discussion during a walk which suggested an interpretation of Daniel 8:14 that 

differed greatly from what Miller had taught: they concluded that Christ had not intended to 

come back to the earth on the previous day, but had in heaven begun to judge which human 

beings were ready for translation. This phase was later named the “investigative judgment.” 

Since it pivoted on an event in heaven, it was not open to disconfirmation. Festinger used this 

as the prime example of his concept of cognitive dissonance [Festinger et al 1964]. 

The Little Flock gradually coalesced around this interpretation. When Ellen Harmon, a 

17-year old visionary who supported the new interpretation, had a vision affirming that God 

was with this group, it helped both to give the interpretation credibility and to establish Ellen as 

a prophetic figure among this group of Adventists. Ellen began to travel among the scattered 

believers in order to share her vision and strengthen their faith. James White, a former minister 

in the Christian Connexion who was emerging as the chief organizer within the Little Flock, 

traveled with Ellen as her chaperon (Photo 5).  

It was assumed that this judgment phase would take but a short time, and that Christ’s 

return would occur soon. However, because these Adventists were convinced that the door of 

salvation had been shut, so that only Millerites were now eligible for translation, this belief left 

them supporting one another in their faith, but not engaged in evangelizing others. It therefore 

separated them clearly from other Christian groups.  

Ellen Harmon and James White began their itinerant ministry visiting disappointed 

Millerites, some of whom quickly fell into strange ecstatic behaviors. For example, a noisy 

meeting in a home in Atkinson, ME, called to hear reports by two visionaries, Ellen Harmon and 

Dorinda Baker, resulted in neighbors calling the police and the subsequent arrest of Israel 

Dammon, one of the men present. A full account of his trial was printed in the Piscataquis 

Farmer on February 17, 1845; the trial was also covered by several other newspapers in the 

region. Over 30 court witnesses told of participants shouting, crawling on the floor, and being 

physically intimate with one another. The trial record portrays both Ellen Harmon and her 

future husband, James White, participating with enthusiasm. Witnesses reported that Ellen, a 

young trance medium who was called “Imitation of Christ”, lay for hours on the floor with a 

pillow under her head, receiving and relating her visions [Hoyt, 1987; Schoepflin et al, 1987; 

Adventist Currents 1988]. At this time, Ellen continued to be strongly influenced by her 

Methodist background, which was from the radical end of Methodism, the “Shouting 
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Methodists.” She later denounced such behavior as “fanaticism,” though it was not surprising in 

a highly sectarian group at its outset.  

 During the succeeding months, Joseph Bates, one of the more prominent members of 

this group of Adventists, was persuaded by a Seventh Day Baptist that the Sabbath 

commandment referred to Saturday, and that the common observance of Sunday lacked 

biblical support. Bates taught this interpretation to his fellow-believers. When Ellen and James, 

the two most prominent members, accepted this doctrine shortly after their marriage in 1846, 

it became one of the distinguishing beliefs of the group. It made the group even more different, 

for members now found it difficult to find employment in a society where a six-day working 

week was the norm. Ellen White later had a vision supporting this belief. The growing stature of 

this woman within the movement at a time when women held second-class status was another 

factor that made the group stand out further.  

The Adventist expectation of a resurrection of the righteous deceased at the time of 

Christ’s return led them to reject the commonly held doctrine of the immortality of the soul and 

the belief that the souls of the righteous went to heaven immediately after death. This belief in 

“soul sleep”—that the soul was not conscious from death until the resurrection--was yet 

another that made them stand out from most other religious groups.                                                                                                                                          

 Another of Ellen White’s visions called attention to the need for a publication to keep 

contact with the scattered flock. Consequently, James White created Present Truth in 1849, 

which became the Sabbath Review and Advent Herald the following year. This was the 

beginning of what would become a substantial publishing enterprise.  

 In 1851 Adventists faced the fact that people who had not previously been Millerites 

had accepted their teachings and concluded that the door to salvation was still open. 

Consequently, they began to engage in evangelistic outreach designed to spread their message. 

Their strategies included their publications, evangelistic preaching aimed at members of other 

churches, and personal testimony. Their pastors were primarily evangelists rather than parish 

ministers. Their public preaching critiqued the Sunday-keeping churches, often setting out to 

embarrass their clergy by demanding that they produce a non-existent biblical passage 

endorsing Sunday sacredness. These tactics, along with their eagerness to recruit the members 

of other churches and their certainty that Adventists were God’s special Remnant, the group 

with the truth for the last days, and that they would become the object of persecution from 

those very churches, fostered mutual antagonisms between Adventists and other religious 

groups.  

 In their expectation of the imminent end of the world, Adventists rejected the American 

dream. In their early decades they espoused a “political apocalyptic,” expressing a “doomful 

denunciation of the Republic” in terms of current politics, initially for its embrace of slavery.  

Later, as some Adventist farmer members fell afoul of state “blue laws” for working on Sunday 

(having rested on Saturday “according to the commandment”), they predicted an alliance 
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between the other churches and the state to enforce Sunday holiness, and in the process the 

oppression of Sabbath-keepers [Butler, 1974]. 

Adventists identified closely with the “three angels’ messages” of Revelation 14:6-12, 

where they saw their emergence foretold and their central teachings listed: “the hour of 

(God’s) judgment has come”; “Babylon” (interpreted as the Christian groups that did not accept 

their teachings) had “fallen”; and worshipping on Sunday, the false Sabbath, would result in 

receiving “the mark of the beast”—but those observing the true Sabbath were meanwhile a 

persecuted “remnant.” Their proclamation that the end of the world was imminent, their 

insistence that Saturday, a regular work-day, was God’s Sabbath when work must be avoided, 

their rejection of other churches and expectation of persecution from a church-state alliance, 

and a number of behavioral rules proscribing many of the more popular forms of 

entertainment, common women’s fashions and adornments, and many common components 

of diet, also set them apart. These peculiarities created what Stark and Bainbridge defined as 

high tension between them and society, which had the effect of rendering them “highly 

sectarian” [Schwarz and Greenleaf, 2000]. 

Formal Organization. The hostility Millerites had experienced within their churches 

over their convictions about an imminent advent had made Adventists loath to organize 

formally. They therefore had to place the ownership of their properties in the names of 

members, which opened them to the possibility of losses. Consequently, in 1861 they finally 

began to organize formally, a goal they completed in 1863. The structure they adopted initially 

was hierarchical: based on local churches, which were overseen by regionally-based 

“conferences” (a term borrowed from Methodists), with a “General Conference”, situated in 

Battle Creek, MI, governed initially at the apex by three officers elected by delegates from the 

lower levels. Adventists highlighted two of their central and most peculiar doctrines in the 

name they chose, Seventh-day Adventist. Their total membership in 1863 stood at a mere 

3,500, all in the USA. Because of the problem finding Sabbath-free employment, their members 

tended to be small farmers and others who could control their work times—to be a step above 

the average worker [Graybill, 1978] 

Adventists and the Civil War. During the 1860s and 1870s Adventists adopted 

positions and founded prototype institutions that would shape their future. Given the timing of 

establishing their formal organization, one of the first issues that confronted them was 

conscription into the Union army during the Civil War. Even though they had taken a strong 

stand against slavery, Ellen White led them to become conscientious objectors to involvement 

in war. She was concerned because conscripts would break the Fourth and Sixth of the Ten 

Commandments—those prohibiting the desecration of the Sabbath and killing—and she also 

wanted to protect members from foods that she had already proscribed and from temptation 

through close association with comrades who were not fellow-believers. Church leaders voted 

that any member who volunteered for active duty should be disfellowshipped (the Adventist 

term for excommunication). These decisions could have greatly increased tensions between 
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Adventists and both government and society, but other “peace churches”, such as the Quakers, 

had already created an option for citizens to choose to avoid conscription by becoming 

conscientious objectors [Lawson, 1996].  

Healthful Living and the Battle Creek Sanitarium. There had been widespread 

interest in healthful diet and dress in parts of the USA during the 1850s. Some Adventists had 

followed suit, but neither issue became widespread within Adventism until Ellen White had a 

vision concerning them in 1863. She expanded her focus to include temperance, or abstention 

from alcohol, tobacco and drugs. She advised members to eat healthful food, to become 

vegetarians. At the time, women dressed in ornate and unhealthy clothes, with skirts that 

swept the ground and whalebone corsets that crushed the internal organs. Ellen White 

embraced simple, modest, jewelry-free attire, later experimenting with different styles (Photo 

6).  

When James White suffered a stroke in 1865, Ellen took him for treatment at a water-
cure operated by Dr. James Jackson in Dansville, N.Y., which both had visited while researching 
natural remedies. However, when Ellen became unhappy with James’ treatment and progress 
there, she brought him back to Battle Creek to treat him herself. She urged that the General 
Conference establish its own health reform institution. What was originally called the Western 
Health Reform Institute was founded in 1866, but it initially limped along [Photo 7]. However, it 
flourished under the leadership of Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, who took control of it in 1876 
(Photo 8). It became widely known as the Battle Creek Sanitarium, and became the model for 
Adventist sanitariums and hospitals elsewhere. Under Kellogg, it attracted the wealthy, 
including political leaders, for rest cures, hydrotherapy, vegetarian food, and other natural 
remedies. Long stays by patients were the norm, giving Adventists an opportunity to influence 
them. Kellogg opened a School of Hygiene in 1877, where he trained ministers and missionaries 
in hydropathic methods and vegetarian diet; he opened a nursing course in 1884, and a medical 
school in 1895 (Photo 9). He and his brother Will became most famous as the inventors of 
flaked cereals such as corn flakes, a tasty cereal, one of his alternatives to flesh foods [Schwarz, 
1970; Wilson, 2014].  

Under the leadership of both Ellen White and Dr. Kellogg, Adventists had developed a 
wholistic message, believing that God was concerned with the health of believers as well as 
their spirit, and they also recommended innovative ways of improving and safeguarding health 
(Photos 10, 11). This approach was very different from the standard practices of the time, and it 
became another way in which Adventism stood out in society. Adventist sanitariums, and their 
teachings concerning healthful living, became a major means of evangelism (Photos 12, 13, 14) 
[Robinson, 1965; Schaefer, 1970] 

Nevertheless, as time passed and Adventist medical institutions multiplied, they also 
became less different, as sanitariums evolved into hospitals that were shaped by the advance of 
medical knowledge and medical insurance. These, and especially the medical schools they 
founded, involved them increasingly with society, through such things as government 
regulations [Lawson, 2014; Schwarz and Greenleaf, 2000]. 
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Education. Because they were expecting Jesus to return very soon, early Adventists 

showed little interest in educating their children. However, in the 1850s Ellen White urged 

parents to home-school their children, and in 1868 an educated recent convert opened a 

private academy or secondary school for Adventists in Battle Creek, where many Adventists had 

gathered. The General Conference took over the school in 1874, renaming it Battle Creek 

College (photo 15). In 1881 Adventists opened training schools in northern California and 

Massachusetts designed to prepare youth for church employment such as pastors, teachers, 

and accountants. Ellen White also led in the expansion of the number of elementary schools 

after 1897, which were typically sponsored by one or more congregations.  Schools had become 

central features of Adventist expansion [Hodgen, 1978] 

Ellen White emphasized that Adventist schools should provide a balance of spiritual, 

mental and physical activity; the thrust of their curriculums was practical.  Their original 

purposes were to provide Adventist children and youth with opportunities to acquire a safe 

education and to prepare them to meet the needs of the church. However, as time passed the 

Adventist schools became more academically oriented and less different from other 

educational institutions. A major figure in the evolution of Adventist education was W.W. 

Prescott (photo 16)[Valentine, 2005]. By the 1920s the Adventist “academies” had become 

secondary schools, preparing students for entry to colleges, and the curriculums of their 

colleges reflected the fact that they now awarded academic degrees, even though they were 

not yet accredited [Schwarz and Greenleaf, 2000].  

Broadening Horizons. Once Adventists became convinced in the early 1850s that 

God had called them to evangelize by spreading their peculiar message, they were well aware 

that Jesus had told his followers to “go into all the world.” However, believing that there was 

little time left, they focused on the USA and Canada, contenting themselves that in reaching out 

to the diversity of the population there they were in a sense fulfilling the Gospel Commission. 

However, when Swiss converts of a self-supporting itinerant missionary appealed for someone 

to guide them, J.N. Andrews chose to respond, initially again in a self-supporting capacity but 

then, after two years, he became the first official overseas missionary (photo 17). This began 

fairly rapid expansion in several parts of Europe, especially among Germans both in Germany 

and among the German diaspora in Russia, led by L.R. Conradi (photo 18). Beginning in the 

1880s, Adventist missionaries entered the major countries in all inhabited continents and the 

Pacific Islands. By 1900 17.3% of the total baptized membership of 75,767 was overseas.  

A Shift in Theological Understanding. The many ways in which Adventists differed 

from their neighbors at this time made it difficult for them to bond with others. Consequently,  

Adventist congregations were usually close-knit in spite of a tendency for members to be 

judgmental of one another. Another factor that contributed both to their close ties and to a 

legalistic tilt to their belief system was the emphasis placed on preaching and teaching their 

peculiar doctrines, including the necessity of obeying the Ten Commandments. However, in the 

1880s two young ministers, A.T.Jones (photo 19) and E.J.Waggoner (photo 20), began 
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advocating “righteousness by faith”, an understanding that a believer was saved as a result of 

personal faith in Christ that resulted in forgiveness and a transformed life. However, traditional 

Adventists, including G.I. Butler, the General Conference president (photo 21), and Uriah Smith, 

the editor of the official church paper (photo 22), reacted negatively to their ideas, fearing that 

they might result in members thinking that Sabbath observance was less important. After 

debates failed to reach consensus, the advocates of righteousness by faith presented their 

position to the 1888 General Conference Session, where they won the support of Ellen White. 

She helped publicize the new teachings, declaring that “as a people, we have preached the law 

until we are as dry as the hills of Gilboa that had neither dew nor rain” [White, 1990]. The thrust 

of her writing changed dramatically, as she published a series of Christ-centered books.  

However, many of the influential Adventists were not convinced, and openly disagreed 

with the proponents of the new theology. These disagreements were one reason why church 

leaders dispatched Ellen White to Australia in 1891, where she remained until 1900. 

Tension persisted between the Adventists holding the new and the old emphases: that 

is, between those who prioritized justification as a gift of God’s grace accessed through faith, 

and those who held to the necessity of also achieving sanctification, a life of obedience. Some 

who held the latter view also held that ultimately, in the final period before Christ returned, 

after the judgment had been completed, it would be necessary to be personally righteous 

without a mediator, which would only be possible for those who had earlier achieved habitual 

obedience.   

Decreasing Adventist Isolation. During these decades, Adventists began to become 

more involved in some ways with society. Ellen White led them into heavy involvement with 

the Temperance movement; she became a speaker for the Woman’s Christian Temperance 

Union, addressing large rallies several times. Meanwhile, Dr. Kellogg pioneered some social 

programs serving the poor in Chicago. However, during a period when there was considerable 

violence between labor unions and the authorities in league with major employers, Ellen White 

saw unions as dangerous to Adventists, who, she feared, would lose their freedom to act on 

their consciences if they committed to group solidarity.  

Less Sense of Urgency. By the later 1880s, Adventists had been expecting the 

imminent return of Christ for over 40 years. Perhaps the most significant sign of the end still to 

be fulfilled was the alliance of the US government with the Protestant and Catholic churches to 

sponsor Sunday sacredness legislation, thus placing Adventists under threat. The arrest, as time 

passed, of increasing numbers of Adventists for contravening state “blue laws” by working on 

their farms on Sundays made the situation appear more threatening. In 1888, Senator H.W. 

Blair introduced legislation declaring Sunday sacred in all federal territories. Since this bill could 

be interpreted as an attempt to fulfill the last major remaining sign of Christ’s return, 

Adventists might have been expected to greet its appearance with nervous excitement.  But no: 

while Ellen White appeared to display the expected sectarian impulse when she described the 
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legislation as “a direct fulfillment of prophecy” and “a serious threat to the separation of church 

and state,” she actually sought a less imminent end to the Republic, so that Adventist 

evangelism could continue to flourish. (Adventism’s total membership was growing rapidly at 

that time, rising from 15,570 in 1880 to 75,767 in 1900.) Consequently, Adventists modified 

their portrayal of the second beast of Revelation 13, which they identified with the USA, seeing 

it as still lamb-like and not yet in its vicious dragon phase (photos 23a,b,c).  By appearing in 

Congress to oppose the Sunday legislation and publishing magazines that embraced the 

continued separation of church and state, Adventists played a significant part in securing the 

defeat of the Sunday legislation [Butler, 1974].  

By 1920 the total membership stood at 185,450, and the following year the number of 

members located outside the USA surpassed the number in the country where Adventism had 

been founded and was headquartered.  Most of the growth during these decades was among 

people of European stock: in Europe, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, and among South 

Africa’s white population. 

Reorganization and Conflict. The foreign growth made the existing highly 

centralized Adventist structure unsuitable because it was unwieldy and too slow to respond. 

Ellen White also blamed the accumulation of “kingly power” in the hands of the president of 

the General Conference and one or two other leaders, and their insistence on uniformity in the 

name of “unity”: she embraced “unity in diversity” instead. Consequently, on her return from 

Australia, the prophet led a campaign to add an additional, more decentralized, organizational 

level, which was implemented in two steps in 1901 and 1903. By creating regional “union 

conferences” between the General Conference and the local conferences, and electing a new 

president of the General Conference, A.G. Daniells (photo 24), whom she had worked with 

closely while in Australia, the goals she advocated were accomplished (photo 25).  

The reorganization also brought all the institutions and programs that had previously 

operated independently under the control of the General Conference. This caused a major clash 

between the church leaders and Ellen White, on the one hand, and Dr. Kellogg, who wanted the 

medical work to remain independent and under his leadership. While Ellen White accused 

Kellogg of publicizing heretical pantheistic views in a new book, it seems that the chief source 

of conflict was the issue of control of his Battle Creek medical empire. This conflict resulted in 

Kellogg’s expulsion, and the church’s loss of both the Battle Creek Sanitarium and the medical 

school. 

Ellen White, recognizing the importance of the medical school to Adventists, soon 

helped select a site for a new one at Loma Linda in Southern California. A sanitarium and 

nursing program opened there in 1906, and a medical school, The College of Medical 

Evangelists, in 1907.   

The Death of Ellen White. Ellen White died in 1915, leaving Adventism without a 

living prophet. During a conference of teachers and administrators in 1919 serious questions 
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were raised about the prophet’s writing methods, including the extent to which her 

publications drew on those of others and also the roles of her literary assistants in shaping what 

was written, but it was decided to seal the minutes of this discussion rather than risk 

undermining the faith of members. One way in which the absence of a prophet was addressed 

was through the publication of new books by Ellen White. These were compiled by editors who 

took excerpts from her little-known writings, such as articles in church magazines. This method 

allowed the editors, through careful selection, to shape the messages of each of the new 

prophetic publications. Meanwhile, there was a fierce battle over the control of her estate 

between her family and the General Conference: at issue was control of her writings and the 

profits from their sales. 

The Impact of the New Medical School. The creation of a medical school rapidly 

transformed Adventist educational offerings in the USA.  The new medical school initially faced 

a problem with accreditation, receiving the lowest grade, but by 1922 it had received the 

desired A-grade. However, the accreditors insisted that the school admit students from only 

accredited colleges, which in turn forced the reluctant Adventist colleges in the USA to ready 

themselves to apply for accreditation (photo 26). This involved a major reorientation because it 

obliged them to sponsor faculty members to Ph.D. programs in order to further strengthen 

their academic programs. As the faculty broadened their horizons, students increasingly 

prepared themselves for employment outside the church, resulting in upward social and 

economic mobility for the graduates.  The medical school also propelled Adventist youth 

upwards, for it was able to favor applicants who were Adventists.   On the other hand, the 

widespread acceptance of the five-day week in the USA beginning in the mid-1920s also made 

it much easier for working people to observe the Sabbath, so that Adventists in the developed 

world became more economically diverse. 

The first of the American Adventist colleges to gain accreditation was Pacific Union 

College, in northern California, in 1932; the others soon followed suit. One striking symbol of 

the gradual evolution of Adventism from sect toward denomination was the changes made 

over time in the names of their prime educational institutions in the USA. The original names 

often emphasized an evangelistic purpose, but later names claimed educational standing. Their 

medical school in southern California, for example, changed from “The College of Medical 

Evangelists” to “Loma Linda University.” Their training school near Chattanooga, TN, evolved 

from “Southern Missionary College” to “Southern College” as many students began to prepare 

for secular careers, to “Southern Adventist University.” Similarly, “Washington Missionary 

College” in suburban Washington, D.C. became “Columbia Union College” and then 

“Washington Adventist University”, while “Emmanuel Missionary College” in Michigan became 

“Andrews University” in 1960 after the Adventist Seminary and Potomac University were 

moved from the Church headquarters in Washington, D.C. and merged with it [Land 2005]. 

Changes in Behavioral Norms. Another measure of the evolution of Adventism 

from sect towards denomination has been changes in Adventist behavioral norms over time. 
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The greater the extent of difference between the behavior of a group and what society 

considers normal, the more separated its members are. Adventist norms could impact many 

facets of life, ranging from their diet and appearance to their occupational and entertainment 

options.  The impact of these norms varied depending on both how distinctive they were and 

how strictly they were observed. Both dimensions tended to change over time. 

Norms concerning dress and adornment greatly impacted Adventist women in 

particular. Ellen White’s embrace of “sensible” dresses, and the absence of make-up and 

jewelry long made their appearance distinctive. However, once the feminist movement began 

to impact the thinking of Adventist women, they started to wonder why all the dress rules 

applied only to them? Why should they refrain from using jewelry, even from wearing a 

wedding ring, when men could drive a Porsche or use expensive cuff-links which were deemed 

acceptable because they were functional? Why did Adventist women have to content 

themselves with a watch as an engagement symbol because it was also functional, while an 

engagement ring was somehow evil? A consequence of such questioning was that their 

appearance then gradually became less distinctive.  

In contrast, Adventist dietary practices effected males and females alike. Just as keeping 

a kosher household makes it difficult for Orthodox Jews to mix with others, so also the 

Adventist vegetarian diet, or at least their refusal to eat “unclean” foods like pork and shellfish, 

and their rejection of many popular drinks, such as alcohol, tea or coffee, can have a similar 

impact. These restrictions took some time to become established; more recently in the USA 

some norms, notably those discouraging the consumption of coffee and other caffeinated 

beverages, have increasingly lapsed, but the diet of many Adventists remains distinctive. It has 

proved difficult for many Adventists who were raised as vegetarians to chew flesh. Indeed, 

many former Adventists continue with the Adventist diet. And even though a minority of 

Adventists are now vegetarians, and this was probably always the case, churches show their 

respect for them by the fact that Adventist pot-luck meals after church services are always 

vegetarian. However, the practice is very different in places such as Pacific islands, where few 

vegetables grow and the standard diet is fish.  

Meanwhile, medical studies finding that Adventists who have stuck to the dietary rules 

live longer, healthier lives have been publicized in such venues as the National Geographic. 

These have been seized on by Adventists as signs that God led in recommending a vegetarian 

diet, no alcohol or tobacco, etc. [National Geographic, 2005, 2011].  

Initially, Adventist norms kept them away from most kinds of popular entertainment, 

such as the theater (and, once the form was invented, cinemas also), dance halls, circuses, and 

card tables. These norms retained a strong hold until my own childhood in the 1940s and 

1950s. I well remember our family driving the long distance from our farm in Australia to 

church one Sabbath in 1948, but with a special excitement—our father had promised to stay 

there until evening and then take us to see the visiting circus. But at church, when it came to 

announcement time, the wife of the elder rose, in her long modest skirt and sleeves and 
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showing not a sign of make-up, and reminded the whole church that Ellen White had warned 

Adventists not to be attracted to “godless entertainment” such as circuses. After that harangue, 

Dad changed his mind about our evening plans.  

I grew up not attending movies as instructed, but when a freshman in university in 1959 

The Ten Commandments came to town, and I decided that that would be a suitable topic of an 

Adventist to view. However, when a friend and I lined up at the theater on the main street of 

the city to buy our tickets, someone behind me suddenly tapped me on the shoulder and asked 

“Are you sure you should be here?” Embarrassed, I turned away, and when I looked again I 

found he had disappeared—he must have gone on his way. Later, inside the theater, the 

movie’s plot had reached the part where Israel danced lewdly around the golden calf when a 

woman the other side of my friend leaned over and asked me the same question, “are you sure 

you should be here?” Shaken, I did not attend another movie for seven years. (In retrospect, I 

have concluded that both these people were members of the large Adventist church I now 

attended who recognized me because I was the choir director, but whom I did not yet know—

but at the time I feared they were angels sent with a message for me.) 

However, when TV became popular—in the 1950s in the USA, a decade later in 

Australia—this changed the situation with movies. Adventist youth had oddly been taught that 

the problem with movies was mixing with the unbelievers inside the theater: they had also 

been warned that attending a movie put them in danger because their guardian angel could not 

enter a theater. Consequently, when “The Sound of Music” was shown as a special Saturday 

night treat for students at several Adventist colleges in America, many Adventists skipped 

worship at their local churches in order to drive hundreds of miles to see the movie there, for 

Adventist college gymnasiums, unlike cinemas, were safe venues. Adventists had not been 

taught to evaluate movies on their quality or content—it was the location that mattered. But 

once TV came, it brought movies into Adventist homes, which were by definition a safe place. 

Consequently, Adventists made up for lost time and watched avidly; most showed little 

discernment concerning what was worth their viewing. It rapidly became obvious how 

ridiculous the original rule had been, and Adventist schools eventually set out to teach 

discernment.  

If this was the case with movies, then perhaps it was not true that dancing would result 

in irresistible sexual urges? Today, dancing has become a popular past-time among American 

Adventist students.  

Adventism is most distinctive in its observance of Saturday as the Sabbath. To what 

extent have the norms governing that observance changed over time? Initially Ellen White 

instructed Adventists to “guard the edges of the Sabbath”, and to refrain from activities that 

were akin to work after sunset on Fridays. The house had to be cleaned, the food and clothing 

for the Sabbath prepared, shoes cleaned, and baths taken—all in advance. That was a time 

when it usually took building a fire to heat the water before a bath could be taken; now that 
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bathing is so much simpler, most Adventists like to shower on Sabbath morning before dressing 

for church services.  

Adventists regarded work for pay as not in accord with Sabbath observance, so that 

positions that required shift work that was sometimes required on the Sabbath were ruled out. 

The norms also ruled out paying others to work on the Sabbath. I was told of ancestors who 

chose to walk miles to church rather than take public transport for that reason. Once they 

owned automobiles, it was normal initially not to fix a flat tire or to seek necessary repairs if the 

vehicle broke down en route to church services.  

It was considered important to keep one’s mind on spiritual things on the Sabbath. 

Suitable Sabbath afternoon activities included walking in beautiful natural surroundings, 

inviting people from church to come home for a meal, Bible study, or door-to-door “missionary 

work.” In those days the Sabbath became very tedious for children. However, the day has 

evolved over time into a special “family day” when everyone is together. Norms still differ 

concerning what activities are permissible: John Brunt, a retired pastor, told recently about a 

younger children's camp where there were several different options, and each family followed 

its own conscience: for example, while some children swam in the surf, others limited outdoor 

activities to a hike, while the most conservative played Bible games [Brunt, 2017:114-5].  

What seems to be a contradiction is the extent to which the norms applying to those 

who work in Adventist hospitals differ from those for members employed in hospitals with 

other owners. Since a hospital must operate, Adventists employed at a church-owned facility 

can do menial tasks rather than simply limit their activities to those that fall in the “doing good” 

category. Norms also differ from one continent to another: while Americans would regard 

playing sports as desecrating the Sabbath, European Adventists are likely to hold a friendly 

soccer game, or to watch professional teams play on TV on Sabbath afternoons.  

I took particular interest in how Adventists with special musical talents observed the 

Sabbath. The famous conductor Herbert Blomstedt, for example, regularly leads Friday night or 

Sabbath afternoon performances, for he regards these occasions as worship; however, he will 

not lead a rehearsal during Sabbath hours, for that would be working on the Sabbath. He told 

me that these have been his personal norms throughout his career, even though they cost him 

engagements early in his career; now that he is famous, however, he is able to set his own 

conditions (photo 27). In contrast, an Adventist violinist who leads his section in a famous 

orchestra, found that he was not granted the flexibility that Blomstedt has. However, believing 

that God gave him his talent and means him to use it, he both rehearses and performs as 

necessary during Sabbath hours. Similarly, some Adventist singers told me that they refused to 

accept Sabbath engagements, and that this cost their careers considerably. Some have changed 

their minds concerning what they were willing to do on the Sabbath in order to save their 

careers. On the other hand, the famous opera mezzo-soprano, Shirley Verrett  (photo 28), told 

in her autobiography, I Never Walk Alone, about growing up in a conservative black Adventist 

family which was very opposed to her singing opera, and that when they finally came to one of 
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her performances, at La Scala, Milan, they responded by getting down on their knees to ask 

God’s forgiveness [Tommasini, 2003].  

Adventists have not moved in step in arriving at such changes. The fact that most 

converts are poorly educated but that second and third generation Adventists tend to be much 

better educated is one source of diversity. Another is the cultural diversity of a global church, 

where different cultures hold many varied views. For example, as I traveled from one continent 

to another, interviewing Adventists, one of the questions I asked was “what is the chief focus of 

the Adventist church here?” The replies received in the different continents varied greatly. It 

was therefore no surprise when I discovered that another issue where there were considerable 

differences of opinion was what should be the position of women in the church, and specifically 

whether women should be pastors. 

Adventism and Social Issues. While Adventism was highly sectarian the leaders did 

not allow concerns about how the group was perceived to interfere with their decisions: what 

mattered most was fulfilling the church’s mission. Not only was it highly unusual to have a 

woman prophet, but Adventists also used women as pastor-evangelists and in a variety of 

leadership posts, following a policy of all available hands on deck [Lawson, 2001]. For example, 

in a time when few medical schools accepted women as medical students, when the Western 

Health Reform Institute was founded in 1866, Dr. Phoebe Lamson was one of the staff doctors 

(photo 29), and Kate Lindsay, who was already a nurse, entered the first medical class to accept 

women at the University of Michigan, where she graduated at the top of the class, and then 

took a position at the Battle Creek San, where she later launched the nurses training program 

(photo 30). Three of the General Conference treasurers in the 1870s and 1880s were women, 

the first of these being Adelia P. Van Horn (photo 31). Women also served as evangelists and 

pastors, the most successful of these in founding new churches probably being Mrs S.M.I. 

Henry (photo 32). However, unlike their male counterparts, none of these women were 

ordained. Ellen White was regarded as having this status, but because, she said, she had been 

ordained by the Holy Spirit—she never had an ordination ceremony. So, thought there was 

room for “all hands on deck,” the status of the genders within Adventism remained unequal. 

Similarly, when Adventists evangelized African-Americans those baptized became active 

in the existing white churches, even in the American South. In Africa, their policy toward 

polygamous persons and families who converted and sought baptism defied that of other 

churches, who insisted that polygamous wives be put away. The Adventist policy was much 

more humane, merely insisting that no more wives be added [Lawson, 1994]. On other social 

issues, such as divorce, homosexuality, abuse of wives and children, and out-of-wedlock 

pregnancies, Adventists erroneously assumed that they were not found among their members 

and accepted the negative evaluation of such behavior by conservative religious groups. 

However, they long took no official position on most of these issues, and, except for divorce, 

the other issues were almost never mentioned in publications of sermons. In contrast, because 

Catholics were prominent in condemning the legalization of abortion in the US after the Roe v 
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Wade Supreme Court decision, Adventists regarded abortion as a Catholic issue, and therefore 

not of concern to Adventists. They did not initially object when some medical doctors located 

their abortion practices in Adventist hospitals, and some of these became known as places 

where an abortion could be easily secured [Lawson, 1993]. 

Meanwhile, Adventists were feeling more comfortable in many societies, and thus less 

sectarian.  They began to care more about their image, especially how they were regarded by 

governments and other churches; this in turn affected a variety of decisions. As they made 

conservative churches their chief reference groups, they made changes in their positions on 

some social issues.  

Consequently, the number of women pastors declined after the death of Ellen White, 

continuing until there were none. When they reappeared in the wake of the feminist 

movement, the church leadership decided that the question of whether or not they were 

eligible for ordination was a global issue, which meant that they were again considered 

ineligible, which may well have been the intention behind that decision. This had the effect of 

closing the positions of power within the church structure to women and prevented them from 

doing some of the things performed by male pastors.  

Churches and institutions in the U.S.A. often became segregated racially.  In Africa 

Adventists switched their policy concerning the conversion of polygamous families to match the 

practice of the other mission churches. Men were now required to put away all but one wife, 

even though this separated women from their children and left them in such penury that many 

were forced into prostitution in order to survive, and consequently hated the church that had 

brought them such disruption in the name of morality.  When many Adventists who supported 

a “right to life” stance towards abortion expressed their discomfort with the absence of a 

coherent church stance, the church was forced to arrive at one. This left the ultimate decision 

to the woman but reminded her that it was not a matter to be taken lightly. The church also 

insisted that Adventist hospitals cease providing abortions except in the case of a medical 

emergency.  

Since statistics indicated that divorce was as common among Adventist as others, 

policies preventing divorced Adventists from remarrying were gradually modified. Similarly, 

high rates of wife and child abuse among Adventists forced those issues into the limelight. The 

realization that policies that humiliated unwed mothers encouraged abortions and drove 

women from their churches led to their modification.  

Early Adventist leaders held very puritanical views concerning sexual activity, and 

especially masturbation. In 1864 Ellen White edited a book entitled “An Appeal to Mothers” 

where she also authored an article with that title. That article was republished in 1870 in a book 

edited by her husband, titled “A Solemn Appeal.” Its full title was “A Solemn Appeal Relative to 

Solitary Vice and the Abuses and Excesses of the Marriage Relation.” In these she identified 

masturbation as the cause of madness and a host of physical problems. This conclusion is today 
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considered so far-fetched that a theologian I was interviewing who was especially well versed in 

the White writings wondered to me whether she had confused masturbation with syphilis. If 

these contentions were groundless according to the medical community today, Ellen White was 

mild in her views compared to those of Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, who was even stronger in his 

condemnation of masturbation [Money 1985]. The core of Ellen White’s article was reprinted in 

1952 in a new compilation taken from her writings, The Adventist Home, and again in 1954 in 

another compilation, Child Guidance. Such views continued to impact Adventism. In 1984, my 

Adventist interview schedule took me around North America, where I was often billeted in 

college and academy dormitories. In several of the older buildings I was discomforted when I 

discovered that the toilets in the male bathrooms did not have doors. When I asked a boy’s 

dean why this was so, his answer was that this was intended to “inhibit masturbation.”   

When members of the laity realized that official church policies, which falsely told 

homosexuals that they could and should change their sexual orientation fostered suicides, 

failed marriages, and deaths from AIDS, gay and lesbian Adventists garnered support from a 

growing number of Adventists, especially the student bodies at Adventist colleges in the USA. 

Meanwhile, homosexuals had been discovered occupying high administrative posts in several 

Adventist institutions. For example, when Grady Smoot, the president of Andrews University, 

was summarily fired after being arrested for propositioning a plain-clothes policeman while in 

Washington D.C. for a church meeting, Neal Wilson, then president of the General Conference, 

sought to cushion Smoot’s fall by asking his own gay brother, who was the provost of a secular 

university in the Midwest, to help find him an academic post [Lawson, 2008].  

Patriotism Impacts Policy. Meanwhile, as Adventists had become more comfortable 

with society and increasingly concerned with their public image, they made compromises that 

sought better relations with governments and society. This desire encouraged them to switch 

from being conscientious objectors, as decided during the American Civil War, to wanting to 

demonstrate their patriotism.  For example, in the years before World War I, German members 

had followed the stand taken during the US Civil War, refusing to be conscripted into the armed 

forces. However, once the war began, they chose to encourage members to be conscripted and 

participate actively in the conflict, including on the Sabbath. Only 2 percent of German 

Adventists refused to accept this about-face. When the church disfellowshipped these on 

account of the stand they had taken, they formed the Seventh Day Adventist Reform 

Movement, which, while much smaller than the official church, has become very international 

and divided into two groups. In 2014, at a conference marking the centenary of the outbreak of 

war, the two German Adventist Unions issued an apology to the Reform Movement for the 

harshness with which they were initially treated.  In contrast, the youth in the UK and British 

Dominions were encouraged not to reject conscription in order to demonstrate their patriotism 

but to prepare themselves for service in positions such as medical orderly where they could do 

good while refusing to use weapons. When the USA entered the war in 1917, Adventists there 

followed the latter path as “non-combatants.”        
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The relationship between Adventists and the military has continued to be an excellent 

indicator of church-government relations, and has undergone dramatic changes. Before the 

USA entered World War II, young Adventists were prepared for medical posts in the armed 

forces by military officers stationed on Adventist college campuses. The official church paper 

explained that Adventists were not conscientious objectors but “conscientious co-operators.”  

Church leaders were very proud when Desmond Doss, a non-combatant Adventist conscript 

was awarded a Congressional Medal of Honor for bravery while rescuing wounded soldiers in 

the Pacific during the war (photo 33). The pattern established between 1941 and 1945 was 

repeated and extended during the Korean War (1950-1953).  When the military needed guinea-

pigs to test biological warfare weapons and defenses against them, they sought the 

cooperation of the General Conference in recruiting Adventist conscripts for this role. Church 

leaders agreed, seeing this as a great compliment even though it contravened the church’s 

strong emphasis on maintaining good health. They responded by campaigning among Adventist 

conscripts, urging them to enter this program, “Operation Whitecoat” (photo 34). It was during 

this conflict that Adventist pastors, for the first time, became military chaplains, positions 

where they have since flourished, with several rising to top administrative posts. One of these, 

Admiral Barry Black, when chief of the navy chaplains, was tapped in 2003 to become Chaplain 

of the U.S. (photo 35).  He was the first from a non-mainline church and also the first African-

American to be appointed to the post.  

From about 1965 through 1973, during the height of the Vietnam War, American 

Adventists were severely divided over the war. Some enlisted as regular soldiers, others did 

alternative service as conscientious objectors, while the rest continued to be non-combatants. 

Eventually, in 1973, when conscription ceased, Church leaders decided that Adventists no 

longer held an official position on military service. Many Black and Hispanic Adventists began to 

volunteer for service, attracted by the promises of educational opportunities and careers, but 

instead found themselves serving in America’s wars without the protections of Sabbath 

observance formerly given to conscripts. These volunteers were often feted in their churches.  

Relationships with Other Churches. Adventist relations with other conservative 

Christian churches also began to improve. During the highly-charged Scopes Trial in the 1920s, 

which debated whether or not evolution could be taught in Tennessee, an Adventist, George 

McCready Price, an armchair geologist, became a scientific celebrity among those supporting 

the teaching of Creationism (photo 36). He was praised by “almost the entire directorship of 

the fundamentalist movement”, and William Jennings Bryan cited his theory that the rocks 

were laid by the biblical flood in detail during his presentation to the court [Numbers, 1992: 98-

99]. During this period Adventists became more aware of Fundamentalists and to regard them 

favorably. A shift among Adventists towards a more conservative hermeneutic in the 1920s 

indicated Fundamentalist influence. Later, as Evangelicals became more prominent, they gained 

the attention of Adventists.  
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In the 1950s Walter Martin (photo 37), a close associate of Donald Grey Barnhouse 

(photo 38), the editor of the influential Evangelical Eternity Magazine, who had written books 

exposing both Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses as non-Christian cults, was commissioned by 

the Zondervan Publishing Company to turn his attention to Adventists. He asked Adventists for 

representative books and the opportunity to pose questions to Adventist scholars equipped to 

answer them. The General Conference leadership took this request seriously, and Martin and 

some of his colleagues presented a series of formal questions in an extensive series of 

meetings. The Adventists prepared written responses and, before submitting them to Martin, 

sent them to over 200 Adventist scholars, administrators, and clergy for comment. These texts 

became the basis for Seventh-day Adventists Answer Questions on Doctrine (1957).  Martin 

concluded that Adventists were indeed Christians, announcing this conclusion in a series of 

articles in Eternity (1956) and again in his book The Truth about Seventh-day Adventists (1960). 

Although what Martin wrote stirred up considerable controversy, it helped improve Adventist 

relations with other Christians. Ironically, in recent years some conservative Adventists have 

come to feel that the authors of Questions on Doctrine made too many compromises on 

peculiarly Adventist theological stances, and the book is now regarded as heretical in some 

quarters.  

Adventists and Governments. In the US, both the relatively low number of 

Adventists and their reluctance to involve themselves in most political issues limited their 

political influence. There have never been more than two Adventists in the House of 

Representatives at one time, and there has never been an Adventist senator (photos 39, 40); 

the first Adventist cabinet member, Dr. Ben Carson, was appointed in 2017 (photo 41). The two 

current Congresspersons are Democrats and from minority groups. In the past they were 

usually Republicans and white. Representative Roscoe Bartlett, a member from Maryland from 

1993-2013, who was defeated in the election of 2012 after his district was redrawn, was a 

Republican and member of the Tea Party (photo 42). Adventists learned to make use of the 

courts to improve the situation of members who lost their jobs because of their Sabbath 

observance [Lawson 1998]. Their political position in other Western democracies was weaker 

still because of even smaller numbers of voters.  

However, in nations with authoritarian governments, Adventists found they could wield 

greater influence. During the decades that followed the changes made during World War I, 

Adventists pursued close relationships with many such governments, making startling 

compromises to protect their existence: with the Soviet government in 1929, with German 

Nazis from the mid-1930s until 1945, with military dictators in South Korea and many of the 

countries in Latin America, and also with President Marcos in the Philippines. The ties to the 

military regimes were exchange relationships: for example, in Chile General Pinochet became 

the object of criticism from the Catholic cardinal because of the frequent “disappearances” of 

opponents, and he consequently needed to be able to show support from some other religious 

groups. When the president of the Adventist college welcomed Pinochet to the campus in a 
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ceremony filmed by several TV channels, he attracted attention when, during a prayer, he 

thanked God for sending the general “to save the nation.” The college received sorely-needed 

accreditation, a macadam road to the college replaced the existing dirt road, and Adventists 

became known throughout Chile as “the friends of Pinochet.” In entering such relationships, 

Adventists seemed interested only in protecting the interests of the church: they made no 

endeavor to alter government practices that hurt innocent people. Some also relished the 

opportunity to mix with the powerful. Robert Folkenberg, for example, who was later to be 

president of the General Conference, boasted, while president of the church union in Central 

America, that he was the only non-Catholic clergyman invited to receptions at the Guatemalan 

Presidential Palace and that he was the first non-Catholic given a state farewell when 

transferred (photo 43). It did not seem to concern him that this president has the reputation of 

having the bloodiest hands of any in Guatemala. However, Folkenberg was concerned when 

some in his mostly impoverished flock joined the guerillas because of their hatred for the 

president’s policies. Sometimes Adventist comments on such regimes seemed delusional: for 

example, in Germany they noted that Hitler’s vegetarianism and abstemious life made him 

“almost an Adventist.” They were at pains to distinguish themselves from Jews, changing the 

name they used for the Sabbath and disfellowshipping members with Jewish ancestry for the 

protection of the others, and compromising to the extent of sending a letter to members 

encouraging them to work in munitions factories even on the Sabbath, to demonstrate their 

support for the Third Reich. Likewise, many Filipino Adventists assumed that because President 

Marcos’s grandmother had been an Adventist and he had accompanied her to church on some 

occasions as a child, that he would favor them, even though there seemed to be no evidence 

that he had done so. However, they regarded his successor Corizon Aquino as a likely enemy 

merely because she was supported by the Catholic cardinal.     

In the 1980s, Neal Wilson, then president of the General Conference, visited the Soviet 

Union and sought permission for Adventists to found both a seminary and a publishing house 

there (photo 44). Soviet Adventists had been divided into two opposing groups since 1929, 

when the “True and Free Adventist” minority rejected the compromise with Stalin. When 

Wilson discovered that the latter were regarded as a problem by the regime, he announced 

that when there were competing Adventist groups the General Conference supported the one 

recognized by the government. He made a similar announcement in Hungary, where a similar 

schism existed.  

As Adventist numbers expanded rapidly in the developing world in recent decades, 

Adventist influence expanded in countries with democratic systems, in part because of the 

influence of their educational institutions. In Jamaica, an array of Adventist cabinet members 

has served during several different administrations. The current governor-general, Sir Patrick 

Linton Allen, is an Adventist (photo 45)—indeed, he was nominated to the post in 2009 by a 

non-Adventist prime minister while serving as president of the Adventist Church in Jamaica! In 

2016 an election resulted in the election of a new government, where the Prime Minister, 

Andrew Holness, is also an Adventist (photo 46). Adventist have also held high positions in 
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some other Caribbean islands. They have also been very prominent in the South Pacific, notably 

in the Solomon Islands, where the current Prime Minister, Manasseh Sogavare, has held the 

office three times, from 2000-1, 2006-7, and since 2014, when he succeeded another Adventist, 

from a different political party, Gordon Darcy Lilo, who had served 2011-2014 (photos 47, 48);  

in Fiji, where Jioje Konrote, formerly an army general and diplomat, has been the president 

since 2015 (photo 49);  and in Papua-New Guinea, where a current minister and former deputy-

prime minister and several other members of parliament, a former Governor-General, and 

three judges of the Supreme Court and many others in high positions are the result of 

Adventists providing education early in the country’s development. Several Adventists have 

also risen to prominence in Africa. For example, Samson Kisekka M.D. was prime minister and 

then Vice President of Uganda from 1986-1994 (photo 50).  The Supreme Courts of Malawi, 

Zambia, and Kenya have all had Adventist Chief Justices. Daniel David Ntanda Nsereko, a 

Ugandan who became a distinguished African jurist, teaching also for many years at the 

University of Botswana, was from 2008-2012 a judge of the International Criminal Court (photo 

51).  The Kenyan, Chief Justice David Maraga (photo 52), received considerable publicity in 2017 

when he led the court in a decision to annul the result of the presidential election. The case was 

heard on a Saturday night because the judge refused to sit until after sunset in order to observe 

the Sabbath [Dietrich, 2017].  

However, the Adventist church has done little to raise the consciousness of their 

members concerning the need to think broadly about doing good when holding such influential 

positions. When I have interviewed Adventist politicians in the developing world, I have always 

asked them how being an Adventist has influenced the policies they have pursued. They have 

typically looked at me uncomprehendingly, finally perhaps mentioning something about being 

known for not campaigning on the Sabbath or perhaps securing land for the church!  

ADRA. The Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA), which is church-

sponsored but largely funded by governments in the developed world through programs such 

as US-AID, has become well known for its work. It is appreciated and, in some ways, has 

replaced mission hospitals when they can no longer compete with those funded by 

governments, as the new Adventist “entering wedge.” It has given many villages clean water by 

digging wells, encouraged small-time capitalism by teaching poor women how to make things 

they can sell, helped devastated Haitians reestablish themselves after the destruction wrought 

by a hurricane, and persuaded church leaders that AIDS is a real problem affecting many church 

members, including clergy, in Africa, and that it should encourage the use of condoms in order 

to save lives. ADRA leaders initially had to battle church leaders who saw ADRA’s funds as a 

windfall to be used by the church to help expand church programs: for example, if ADRA was 

funded to build roads these should of course serve the often outlying Adventist schools and 

hospitals; however, ADRA leaders had to insist that it act without fear and favor, helping all in 

need who qualified for its programs, and they gradually persuaded church leaders of this. 

Because it uses government funds, ADRA’s programs are never radical—for example, when I 
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was in Peru in the mid-1980s, ADRA was teaching small farmers how to get an extra crop per 

year; in sharp contrast, a Catholic Franciscan priest I met on a flight during that same research 

visit was organizing a mainly Adventist village to demand land redistribution: its Adventist 

pastor, who lived in a town, presided over 15 scattered churches, and his main task was to 

organize the laity to grow the churches. ADRA can sometimes seem like a tool of government: 

while the Sandinistas ruled Nicaragua and the Reagan administration was supporting guerilla 

fighters stationed in Honduras in their raids on Nicaragua, the availability of funds resulted in 

no ADRA presence in Nicaragua but a strong program in Honduras.  

Growth. Meanwhile, as Adventists continued their commitment to their mission, their 

growth-rate remained consistent in spite of dramatic shifts in world conditions. Their official 

world membership passed 500,000 in 1940, one million in 1955, and two million in 1970—

doubling every 15 years. Growth became even more rapid during the next decades: their 

membership passed four million in 1983, and eight million in 1994. In 1998 the official Adventist 

membership surpassed that of the Mormons, whose earlier beginning had allowed them to gain 

a numerical lead that had held until that time. However, from the latter 1990s, the Adventist 

growth-rate slowed somewhat, though not to the extent that the Mormon and Jehovah’s 

Witness rates declined at that time, and it remained much higher than that of the various 

mainline churches in the USA. Worldwide, Adventists have baptized over one million new 

members every year since 2004. Their total membership passed 16 million in 2009, and at the 

end of 2016 it stood at 20.008,779 (see Table I). 

[Place Table I about here] 

Globalization. Over the decades Adventism became truly global and, from the 1960s 

onward, growth shifted increasingly to the developing world, initially especially in Latin America 

and the Caribbean, and then even more rapidly in Africa. The proportion of the Adventist World 

membership located in Sub-Saharan Africa increased from 18.4% in 1960 to 39.9% in 2016; in 

Latin America from 13.4% to 24.0%; and in East, Southeast, and Southern Asia from 13.4% to 

18.6% (See Table II). Meanwhile, the proportion in North America declined in the same period 

from 26.6% to 6.2%, while that in Europe, the former USSR, and Australia and New Zealand 

dropped from 18.0% to 2.3%.  When all countries are categorized according to their gross 

national income per capita, the distribution of Adventist members shifted sharply toward lower 

income countries over time: in 1960 37.9% were in high income countries, 38.4% in middle 

income, and 22.7% in low income; however, by 2006 these numbers had shifted to 9.9%, 

43.1%, and 47.0% respectively. This distribution reflected a much higher concentration at the 

lower end than for Witnesses and especially Mormons [Lawson and Cragun, 2012]. Indeed, an 

examination of the detailed Mexican census shows that this contrast was even more strongly 

marked when those identifying with these groups are compared: in 2010, 76.2% of Mexican 

Adventists had received only primary education or less, while 3.9% had university education; 

the comparable figures for Witnesses were 66.9% and 4.1% and for Mormons 49.0% and 14.9%.  

This was so even though Adventists sponsor three universities in Mexico, compared to none by 



22 
 

the other two groups: because Mexican Adventists are in general too poor to afford to live 

away from home at their universities or to pay tuition, a majority of the students at their 

universities do not come from Adventist homes. In 2000 49.5% of Adventists received the 

minimum wage or less, compared to 25.4% of Witnesses and 13.2% of Mormons, while only 

14.0%, compared with 19.6% and 35.2% respectively, received three of more times the 

minimum wage [Lawson, 2013].   

[Place Table II about here] 

Outreach Strategies. The outreach strategies fueling this growth evolved with time. 

However, evangelistic preaching campaigns remained a staple. Initially all pastors were 

expected to be evangelists, and a feature of their meetings, copied perhaps from William 

Miller, were charts showing prophetic symbols (photo 53) or the Ten Commandments (photo 

54). As time passed evangelistic programs increasingly used laity, including women, as 

preachers, especially in the developing world. In the 1990s, under the presidency of Robert 

Folkenberg, some of the best-known Adventist speakers were broadcast by satellite to 

Adventist churches in many countries, where pastor and members worked with those 

attending. At that time Adventist churches becoming known for their antennas as their own 

special kind of steeple. Adventists have also built extensive networks of shortwave radio and 

TV, where they have reached people in situations where they could not preach or have fostered 

interest in advance of an evangelistic series, when the harvesting often occurred.   

Global Mission. Adventists converted mainly people who were already Christians and 

also animists, but few Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, religious Jews or secular people. This 

experience was similar to that of other Christian evangelistic groups. Consequently, there are 

few Adventists in what was dubbed the “10-40 degrees north window”--a huge swath of the 

Earth extending from Northern Africa through the Middle East, the republics of the former 

Soviet Union, Southern Asia, China, Japan, and much of Southeast Asia. The challenge of those 

people was so gnawing that Adventists established separate programs charged with addressing 

how to approach each group successfully, and created a program dubbed “Global Mission” that 

was designed to focus on this segment. Dr. Gerald Whitehouse, long-time director of the 

Muslim program, was acutely aware that any convert to Christianity in a Muslim village was 

forced to leave, and was consequently unable to influence others there. He therefore proposed 

that converts be taught to become Christ-worshipping Muslims who could remain in their 

villages because they continued to attend the Mosque, while also meeting independently with 

others who followed Christ, and try to spread their faith to others. This program became 

astonishingly successful. Adventism fitted into Islam more easily than other Christian groups 

because Muslims, like Adventists, shun pork and expect the return of Christ. Converts to Christ 

under this program were taught to observe the Sabbath and some other Adventist essentials, 

but when they were baptized it was as Christ-serving Muslims, not as Seventh-day Adventists. 

When Ted Wilson, at that time a vice-president of the General Conference, discovered that 

these “converts” were not swelling Adventist statistics because they were not baptized as such, 
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he changed the head of the program. But by that time that approach to Muslims had developed 

a momentum of its own, at least in some countries, where it continues to grow. Meanwhile, 

Global Mission, having few advocates and only a very small constituency within the traditional 

Adventist church structure, was not fully funded because the existing divisions were jealous of 

their funds. 

Sometimes it proved to be a special advantage to observe the Saturday-Sabbath. One 

example is China, where the government decided to allow Christianity but to domesticate it, so 

they forced all Christians belonging to Protestant churches into one group whose clergy all 

studied at the same seminary. These met together on Sundays, and in this way all the other 

cooperating groups lost their individual identity. However, because Adventists insisted on 

worshipping on Saturday, they met alone in the same churches on that day. Consequently, even 

though they were cut off from the Adventist global structure, they were able to retain their 

identity as Adventists. Their clergy also, though not educated at an Adventist seminary, retain 

their Adventist identity. Ironically, many of these are women, who are ordained for their task, 

and have so helped to grow the Adventist church in China that General Conference leaders 

have often praised their effectiveness. These women pastors include Pastor Hao Ya Jie, who 

pastors the largest Adventist church in China, located in Shenyang, Beijing. It started as a small 

group of 10 people in her living room in 1985. Now the congregation owns its own church 

building, has a membership of more than 7,000, and is considered the largest Adventist Church 

in the world. Pastor Hao oversees the day-to-day operation of the church, its lay-training 

program, a feeding program for the needy, and morning worship that starts each day at 5:00 

a.m. with hundreds of members in attendance (photos 55, 56). That church has, over time, 

planted more than 120 new congregations. In 2015 the Chinese reported that the total 

Adventist membership in China was 428,907 [Office of Archives, Statistics and Research, 2017: 

20]. 

Diversity of leadership. Although the Adventist membership globalized rapidly, it 

took many years before the church leadership began to reflect that diversity. Only two of the 

20 presidents of the General Conference have not been Americans: an Australian served 1930-

36, and a Norwegian 1999-2010; a third, who served from 1888-97, was born in Norway but 

migrated to the USA as a child. No president so far has been non-white or from the developing 

world, although in 1990 the Nominating Committee chose George Brown, the then president of 

the Inter-American Division, a man of mixed Hispanic and Caribbean ancestry, but he refused 

the position (photo 57). The only non-American treasurer was an Australian who served 1980-

85. However, the Secretaries since 1980 have all been from the Developing world: a West 

Indian, 1980-2000, a Ghanaian, 2000-2010, and a Singaporean Chinese since 2010.  

More room for representatives from the developing world was eventually found among 

the vice presidents of the General Conference, who usually number between six and eight, and 

especially among the associate secretaries and the leaders and assistant leaders of the various 

departments. The first such vice-president, Enoch Oliveira, the former first indigenous president 
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of the South American Division, served throughout the 1980s. Two, an African and a South 

American, served throughout the 1990s. Three, from Hong Kong, Mexico, and Brazil were 

elected in 2000, and this remained the number in 2005, 2010 and 2015, although with changing 

personnel and nationalities. No one from the Developing world was chosen among the 

associate secretaries or departmental personnel before 1985, when one was elected; but in 

both 1990 and 1995 there were seven each time, and these increased to eight in 2000, 12 in 

2005, 21 in 2010, and 29 in 2015.  

By the 1980s there were 10  geographic “divisions” operating as part of the General 

Conference but focusing on broad regions; China and the Soviet Union would also have been 

divisions if the church headquarters had had access to them. By this time the president of most 

divisions was local, but in 1980 two, in West Africa and East and Southeast Asia, were still 

headed by foreign missionaries.  From 1985 through 2010 there was still one such, though this 

changed from the Far East in 1985 to a new division in the territory of the Former Soviet Union 

during the 1990s, to India from 2000 to 2010.  However, since 2010 all division presidents have 

been indigenous. Similarly, among the unions, a lower structural level that, depending on the 

concentration of Adventists there and their geographic size, often covers a single country, the 

presidents in the Developing world were often foreign missionaries until the 1970s, after which 

these positions passed rapidly to locals because of political pressure as the former colonies 

celebrated their independence.  Adventists, who had not seen this coming so rapidly, had to 

suddenly create special programs to train nationals to be leaders. 

Expansion of Schools and Universities. As Adventists spread geographically they 

founded new institutions as the cutting edge of their evangelism and also to serve the needs of 

their new members. Table III shows the growth of the number of primary, secondary, post-

secondary training schools without accreditation, and accredited colleges over time. In recent 

years those colleges offering post-graduate degrees have often changed their names to 

“university.”  In 2015 the primary schools had 1,188,910 students, secondary 583,946, 

unaccredited training schools (the equivalent of what are often called “Bible Colleges” in the 

USA) 7,576, and accredited colleges and universities 142,530—a total student body of 

1,922,962 (photos 58, 59). The outreach purpose of Adventist educational institutions is 

illustrated by the fact that only 40.6% of these students came from Adventist homes. In part 

this is because such a large portion of the Adventist membership is poor and rural, so that many 

members of student age cannot afford the tuition and cost of traveling and living away from 

home. However, the presence of so many others gives the schools an opportunity to attempt to 

convert them to Adventism. The presence of such students is especially marked in the 

Developing world: In East, Southeast, and Southern Asia only 29.0% were Adventists, 34.9% in 

Latin America and the Caribbean, and 43.2 % in sub-Saharan Africa [Office of Archives, Statistics 

and Research, 2017: 74-77].  

                                   [Place Table III about here] 
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Healthcare Institutions. Ellen White saw the healthcare endeavors of Adventists as 

the “entering wedge” of their message. More people have contact with Adventism through its 

hospitals, clinics, dispensaries, nursing homes, orphanages and restaurants than through any 

other avenue. In 2015 Adventists operated a total of 180 hospitals: 65 in the USA, 5 in Europe 

and Australia, 41 in Africa, 26 in Latin America and the Caribbean, and 42 in Asia. Those in the 

USA treated a total of 12,889,208 patients as both in- and out-patients. These hospitals had a 

total staff of 91,183, only 6.0% of whom were Adventists, a dramatic change over time, 

although the managers responsible for setting the tone of the hospitals were almost always 

church members. (The reporting by many of the hospitals elsewhere was incomplete.) 

Adventists also operated a total of 441 clinics and dispensaries, almost all in the Developing 

world; almost two million people used their services in 2014. They were also responsible for 

121 nursing homes and retirement centers, and 21 orphanages and children’s homes, and had 

seven launches on the Amazon River and its tributaries staffed by doctors and nurses who 

provide care to people in isolated communities in that region [Office of Archives, Statistics and 

Research, 2017: 78-82].  

Many of the early U.S. Sanitariums were later lost to bankruptcy, and some mission 

hospitals could no longer compete with new hospitals built by governments once former 

colonies had gained independence—the sudden loss of the New England Memorial Hospital in 

suburban Boston, for example, was a huge shock (photo 60). However, the network of 

Adventist hospitals has continued to expand. Some of these have very fine reputations—for 

example, Florida Hospital in Orlando (photo 61), and Sydney Adventist Hospital (photo 62). 

Adventists have particularly strong networks of hospitals in a number of countries , especially 

the USA and Brazil, while others, such as in Ghana, continue to expand (photos 63, 64).   

Adventist hospitals are often very plain, with few symbols suggesting their religious 

connection. Loma University University Medical Center has in its grounds a sculpture illustrating 

Jesus’ Parable of the Good Samaritan, which has become very well known there, and is a good 

symbol (photo 65), but there is little to indicate within the hospital that it is operated by a 

religious institution. In 1984 a specialist in child heart surgery there transplanted the heart of a 

baboon into a new-born who was certain to die quickly, and this gained the hospital a great 

deal of media attention. The baby survived for only a few days, but the operation paved the 

way for human transplants into infants, which have become very successful (photo 66).  

Publishing. The first Adventist institution to be founded had been a publishing house 

in the USA. This grew rapidly once it moved to Battle Creek (photo 67). By 2014 there were 61 

Adventist publishing houses world-wide, producing publications to meet the needs of members 

and also with a missionary purpose. Some in the Developing World, such as that in India, go 

back several decades (photo 68). The first converts in several countries were the result of 

parcels of books and magazines dropped off at ports by ship captains who had been persuaded 

to do this by American Adventists.  Another kind of institution founded by Adventists has been 

health-food factories, manufacturing vegetarian cereals and other food products. In 2014, 19 of 
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these were operating in various parts of the world. By far the most successful has been the 

Sanitarium Health Food Company, which is the largest maker of breakfast cereals in Australia 

and New Zealand. Its profits have been important in funding missions throughout the islands of 

the South Pacific [Office of Archives, Statistics and Research, 2017: 83]. 

Missions. Adventism was usually taken from North America to the rest of the world by 

career missionaries and the institutions they founded. However, the number of such 

missionaries has declined steadily in recent decades from 1,288 in 1980 to 753 in 2014. Their 

places have been filled by increasing numbers of short-term missionaries, mostly students and 

retirees, whose number increased from 3 in 1960 to a peak of 1,589 in 2005, and now large 

numbers of self-supporting people and others involved with Adventist-related independent 

groups that are both more adventurous and flexible than those in the official church program 

can be. The Adventist Statistical Report for 2014 listed 5,816 involved in mission work 

compared with only 2,151 in 1980. The slogan has become “from everywhere to everywhere,” 

as missionaries no longer come only from the developed world. Many, for example, are 

Filipinos and Latinos. While earlier missionaries were typically conservative Adventists carrying 

both Adventist teachings and American culture, the creation of both the Mission Institute and 

the Department of World Mission at the Adventist Seminary in the 1960s has resulted in 

Adventist missionaries being much more culturally aware than formerly [Office of Archives, 

Statistics and Research, 2017: 9].  

Centralization. The Administration led by Neal Wilson set out to again centralize 

power in the General Conference. In 1984 it changed its Working Policy to establish a model 

constitution that it demanded that the unions should adopt. In 1995, the General Conference 

under the leadership of Robert Folkenberg, Wilson’s successor, changed that further, enabling 

the General Conference to step in and take control of a union that was acting contrary to a 

voted decision in order to enforce compliance.   

A Reversal of the Sect to Denomination Trajectory? In 2010, Ted Wilson, the son 

of Neal Wilson, was elected president (photo 69). He is much more conservative than his 

predecessors or the typical Adventist in the developed world. He is putting high pressure on 

some unions that have been ordaining women pastors, and led Annual Council in 2016 to 

threaten to invoke the “nuclear option” approved in 1995 to achieve uniformity, which he 

demands in the name of unity. He also seems determined to return the church to a period 

when the rules held more sway—such as in the 1950s. He preaches the urgency of the 

expectation of the return of Christ, using the writings of Ellen White far more often than most 

Adventist preachers, as if the Veltman report had never been needed or written (see below), 

and encourages the observance of behavioral norms that have often been neglected of late. He 

has even discouraged the reading of theological books authored by non-Adventists. In other 

words, he is trying to reverse the usual trend from Sect towards Denomination in Adventism. 

He encourages members to commit to full involvement in the church, and organized the 

distribution of millions of free copies of The Great Controversy between Christ and Satan, by 
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Ellen White. The problem is that this book, which tries to tell a history of the Christian Church 

from the time of the apostles until now, is strongly anti-Catholic in tone, and emphasizes the 

coming persecution of Adventists. In Canada a judge declared it “hate literature”, and its tone 

and general distribution cause embarrassment among many of the better educated Adventists, 

who see such distributions as besmirching the image of their church. It is unclear so far what 

sort of a permanent impact Wilson’s campaign will have. It is causing some Adventists as much 

embarrassment as President Trump’s tweets are causing some Americans.  

 

Adventist Doctrines/Beliefs 

 The Fundamental Beliefs. From their beginnings Adventists were opposed to issuing 

a statement of belief, arguing that creeds had locked in earlier Protestant groups, preventing 

them from finding further truths, and that the Bible was their only creed. When Uriah Smith, 

the editor of the Review and Herald, issued 25 Fundamental Principles in 1872, he was careful 

to explain that this was in order to have an answer to enquirers. A second similar statement, 22 

Fundamental Beliefs, was prepared in 1931 in response to questions from other mission groups 

in Africa. However, this became more official because it was then published regularly in the 

church’s Year Book and also the Church Manual, even though it was never taken to a General 

Conference Session for approval. After a series of theological controversies, the 1980 General 

Conference Session voted a revised statement of 27 Fundamental Beliefs. The draft taken to the 

Session was prepared by biblical scholars and theologians at the Adventist Seminary, who were 

careful to use biblical language in order to leave the statements open to interpretation to some 

extent, but they still feared that they would become prescriptive rather than descriptive, and 

be used as a test of loyalty. Consequently, near the end of the process of revising and adopting 

what they had prepared, an ally, Ron Graybill, drafted a preamble stating that the Bible was the 

only Adventist creed, and that these statements represented the present Adventist 

understanding of the teachings of Scripture; however, revisions could be expected in the future 

when led by the Holy Spirit. This was adopted by the Session the following day. A 28th 

Fundamental was added in 2005, and in 2015 several significant substantive revisions were 

voted.  

 Since Adventists hold most of the basic Christian doctrines in common with other 

Mainline and Evangelical Christians, many of their fundamental statements, such as those on 

the Scriptures, the Godhead, the nature of man, and salvation, are examples of this. Some 

Adventist beliefs had evolved significantly over time, becoming more orthodox as a result. For 

example, because several of the early leaders, including James White, had previously been 

ministers in the Christian Connection, a group that rejected the doctrine of the Trinity, the early 

leaders tended to hold such views. However, Ellen White later led Adventists to embrace the 

Trinity, and the 28 Fundamentals are consequently strongly Trinitarian. Nevertheless, there has 

always been some diversity of opinion concerning this. For example, the official hymnal from 
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1940 through 1985 changed the wording of the first verse of “Holy, Holy, Holy”, the famous 

Trinitarian hymn, from “God in three persons, Blessed Trinity” to “God over all, who rules 

eternity.”  However, the hymnal issued in 1985 returned to the original Trinitarian wording. 

Nevertheless, there are still members who disagree with that change.    

 However, several Adventist beliefs differ from those of most of the Christian churches 

today. These include an emphasis on the observance of the Ten Commandments and especially 

the forgotten Sabbath commandment, which Adventists regard as a memorial to God’s role as 

creator at a time when that is being widely challenged by science. Adventists believe that they 

were raised up to play a special role in defending God’s Creator role as his Remnant people in 

the last days of earth’s history, keeping his commandments and the faith of Jesus and 

announcing that the pre-advent judgment began in 1844 and that Christ will return very soon. 

They hold that God gave a prophet, Ellen White, to guide them, and that she is a special mark of 

the Remnant Church. White taught that when Satan rebelled he impugned the character of 

God, and that consequently a “great controversy” between Christ and Satan continues to play 

out over this, God’s law and his sovereignty are being tested on earth before the universe. 

Adventists also believe in the wholeness of human beings, and that God is therefore concerned 

with physical as well as their spiritual health. Consequently, they should care intelligently for 

their bodies, which are the temples of the Holy Spirit.  

 When it became necessary for the Adventist colleges in the U.S. to seek accreditation, 

this obliged them to enable their teachers to pursue doctorates. This was accomplished, but the 

prospect of them learning from “worldly scholars and institutions” made many of the church 

leaders nervous. The latter focused their disquiet especially on the study of biblical 

hermeneutics, and the prospect of newly educated Adventist Seminary teachers exposing 

students preparing for the Adventist ministry to understandings of the Scriptures arrived at 

through using the tools of “higher criticism.” The very word “criticism” was a red flag to them. 

Since their method of Biblical interpretation at that time was primarily a proof-text approach 

and an insistence on using the King James Version (and later perhaps the New King James 

Version) because this was what was necessary to support some key Adventist doctrines, they 

had no real concept of the new insights available from more sophisticated methods of 

understanding the biblical text. The introduction of doctoral programs at the Adventist 

Seminary was viewed as an antidote to this problem.  The Seminary has in recent years 

increasingly hired its own graduates, producing a degree of in-breeding that universities usually 

avoid. Consequently, about half of the teachers at the Seminary now hold its doctoral degrees. 

A similar pattern exists in the Religion Departments of many of the Adventist undergraduate 

colleges.  

The current administration of the General Conference has become especially exercised 

about the danger to Adventism of “critical” hermeneutics, and it has issued edicts prohibiting 

its teaching and use. Consequently, many of the biblical studies and theology scholars at the 
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Seminary, and also at some of the North American, European, and Australian colleges, are 

feeling threatened, for their studies have taught them the benefits of such tools.  

 Changes to the Fundamental Beliefs in 2015. Changes made in the 28 

Fundamental Beliefs in 2015 made their wording less biblical and much more precise. Most 

significant were the revisions to the statement on Creation, which now affirms that the biblical 

account of creation is “…the authentic and historical account of [God’s] creative activity…[I]n a 

recent six-day creation the Lord made ‘the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in 

them’… He established the Sabbath as a perpetual memorial of the work he performed and 

completed during six literal days that together with the Sabbath constituted the same unit of 

time that we call a week today…” Such changes were clearly intended to become prescriptive, 

and indeed it seems that changes are afoot requiring that church employees, especially those 

teaching religion and science classes, pledge their commitment to the whole document in order 

to retain their positions. Such revisions were not what the 1980 Preamble had in mind. Should 

administrators decide to insist that science teachers affirm that they agree with such 

statements, this will be extremely difficult for many of them to do, judging from what they told 

me in interviews. It seems likely that an attempt to insist that teachers affirm the new wording 

of the Fundamental Belief on Creation would threaten the accreditation of their institutions. 

Commitment to such a course would inevitably create high tension between church leaders and 

its academic community.  

Many Adventists are well versed in doctrine, especially in their special beliefs. They are 

taught them in religion classes in their schools, when they prepare for baptism, by preachers in 

evangelistic campaigns, in many Sabbath School lessons, and in their personal reading. 

Nevertheless, some of these doctrines have become problematical to some Adventist scholars 

and members, especially to those with more education than was previously common.  

The Problem of the Delay. One belief that has always attracted considerable 

attention is the Adventist ”blessed hope”--their expectation that the second advent of Christ is 

imminent. The preaching of this teaching has been a key evangelistic tool, especially during 

times of war or economic crisis (photo 70).  However, as time has passed without the expected 

denouement, this hope has become problematical, especially to Adventists whose forebears 

had expected the Second Coming in their lifetimes but were disappointed. This is no new 

problem within the Christian Church, for it has been expecting this event since New Testament 

times. When the early Christians had to grapple with the fact that some of their number were 

dying before Christ returned, the Apostle Paul taught, e.g. in I Corinthians 15, that they were 

unconscious in their graves, awaiting a resurrection that would accompany the Second Coming. 

However, as centuries passed with the saints still in their graves, that situation became 

increasingly problematic, and Christians gradually adopted the Greek, non-biblical, view of a 

spirit or soul, the conscious essence of the person, that went to paradise after death, even 

though their creeds continued to proclaim the ultimate resurrection of the body [Van Beima, 

2008; Ehrman, 2006]. Adventists returned to the New Testament view of death being “soul 
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sleep” awaiting the resurrection, since for them the clock had been restarted. However, as of 

2017 they have been preaching that Christ would return “soon” for 173 years. How long can 

this belief remain credible, especially to members from long-term Adventist families? In 1994 

GC President Folkenberg led in a celebration of the passage of 150 years since the Great 

Disappointment of 1844, a response which seemed ironic to at least some members.  

In 1856, Ellen White, when speaking at a conference, told those present that she had 

been “shown” that while some of those present would die before the culmination of things, 

and thus become “food for worms”, others would survive until the seven last plagues, and then 

apparently perish, while others would witness Christ’s return. [Testimonies for the Church, I, 

131-2].  Given that 111 years have passed since Ellen reported that vision, it is obvious that no 

candidates for the last group are still alive. In 1883 she commented on this kind of problem in 

her reporting of her visions. She explained that the angels she encountered in her visions 

always seemed to say that time was very short: 

“It is true that time has continued longer that we expected in the early days of this 

message. Our Savior did not appear as soon as we had hoped.”  

Many Adventists attempt to divine the times by paying great attention to what Jesus 
was recorded as saying about last-day events and to how Ellen White elaborated on that topic, 
and then search for fulfillment in current events. Others comb the apocalyptic portions of 
Scripture, such as Revelation, for the same reason [Bull and Lockhart, 2007]. As time has 
passed, and the promised apocalypse has seemed to be forever “delayed”, this has led some 
prominent Adventists to behave inconsistently. For example, two of the General Conference 
presidents were besmirched by scandals caused by their willingness to seize opportunities to 
lay up extra treasure on earth, while publicly they continued to point to signs that the return of 
Christ was imminent and to encourage members to work and give sacrificially of their resources 
towards “hastening” that event. One of these was Robert Pierson (president 1966-79), a very 
devout man, who nevertheless invested both personal and church funds in a ponzi scheme 
sponsored by an Adventist entrepreneur in which he was promised especially high interest 
rates for his personal contributions. Another was Robert Folkenberg (president 1990-99), who 
used the access to persons with political and economic power that his position afforded him to 
pursue financial advantages for a personal economic enterprise from a non-Adventist. When 
this person eventually attempted to blackmail him, he was forced to resign from the church 
presidency.  

 The Sabbath and the International Date-Line. Meanwhile, events have raised 

questions about the other key teaching highlighted in the denomination’s name, the 

observance of the seventh-day Sabbath. Sabbath observance is a warm and key experience for 

most Adventists—the practice that most sets them apart from others, and a period of 

fellowship and family time experienced nowadays by few others. However, the giving of the 

Sabbath commandment, and indeed the whole biblical narrative, occurred before it was 

realized that the world was round (photo 71).  When navigators demonstrated that this was so, 

this eventually created a need to agree on a date-line in order to keep calendars in sync. The 
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placement of the line in the nineteenth century was an arbitrary decision based on 

convenience: it roughly follows the 180-degree meridian through the center of the Pacific 

Ocean, but moves both east and west of it based on decisions by particular island nations. 

Some of these have changed their orientation to the line from time-to-time [van Gent, 2017].  

Adventists have chosen to disagree with at least three such decisions—by Tonga, 

Kiribati, and Western Samoa—on the ground that the original choice must be considered the 

correct one. These decisions have left them worshiping on the day now identified as Sunday in 

each of those locations. These situations demonstrate that the placement of the date-line is 

arbitrary, and have consequently raised questions among thoughtful Adventists concerning the 

legitimacy of insisting on the holiness of a particular day and the belief that Sabbath observance 

will eventually become the final test of loyalty to God. 

 The Investigative Judgment. Serious questions have been raised at times 

concerning several other Adventist beliefs. The investigative judgment has become a matter of 

debate several times. Its starting date of 1844 was chosen because the only biblical translation 

that William Miller had access to was the King James Version, and its translation of Daniel 8:14, 

the key verse for Miller, is misleading and very different from that of the various modern 

translations now available.  More recent translations are based on older, and therefore more 

reliable, manuscripts than were available at the time of the translation ordered by King James. 

Moreover, the passage of particular interest to Miller is rather complex. The modern 

translations of that passage are therefore usually very different in key ways from that of the 

King James’ Version, which states “unto two thousand and three hundred days; then shall the 

sanctuary be cleansed.” In contrast, the New Standard Revised Version translates the passage in 

this way: “For two thousand three hundred evenings and mornings; then the sanctuary shall be 

restored to its rightful state;” the Contemporary English Version says this: “It will be two 

thousand three hundred evenings and mornings before the temple is dedicated and in use 

again;”  the New International Version states: “It will take 2,300 evenings and mornings; then 

the sanctuary will be reconsecrated;” and Today’s English Version renders the passage thus: “It 

will continue 1,150 days, during which the evening and morning sacrifices will not be offered. 

Then the temple will be restored.” Indeed, that segment of the book of Daniel seems to refer 

directly to the issue of how long the Temple in Jerusalem, which had been destroyed by King 

Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, would remain desolate. William Miller’s focus on the Second 

Coming of Christ seems much more unlikely given the actual meaning of the words in the 

passage.  

Desmond Ford, an admired biblical scholar from Australia, who was a visiting professor 

at Pacific Union College in California, chose to become vocal in his critique of this doctrine in 

1979 because he had found that the teaching that the judgment might reach them at any 

moment had made many Adventists unsure of their salvation, thus undermining the good news 

of the gospel (photo 72). Soon before that time, I had attended a meeting by Ford’s friend, 

fellow-Australian Robert Brinsmead, who was responding at that time to the same problem. I 
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was surprised to discover how many Adventists had driven hundreds of miles to hear 

Brinsmead’s presentation. When I asked the others at my lunch table why they had done that, 

they confirmed that Ford was accurate in his understanding: they had lived in fear that they 

would be lost because they had not achieved perfection, and their names might come up in the 

Investigative Judgment any day.  

 Questioning Ellen White. Multiple studies since the 1970s of the sources used by 

Ellen White for her writings and the role of her assistants in compiling them have raised serious 

questions about her authority and how she has been presented to Adventists (photos 73-75) 

[Peterson, 1970; Anderson, 1978; Numbers, 1976 (2008); Rea, 1982; Aamodt et al, 2014]. The 

way in which she wrote her books actually first became an issue in the 1880s, raised by a 

prominent pastor-evangelist, Dudley Canright, who was increasingly disturbed as she often 

denied doing any copying from other sources, when this was patently untrue (photo 76). 

Copied material even appeared in some accounts of her visions. His challenge to her was 

important in persuading Ellen White to add an explanation of her unacknowledged copying of 

sources to all future editions of The Great Controversy between Christ and Satan.  However, this 

was more cover-up than full explanation, and Canright finally resigned from the ministry, and 

published Seventh-day Adventism Renounced in 1889 [Canright, 1889]. The issue was heated 

further less than a decade later when Fanny Bolton (photo 77), one of Ellen White’s literary 

assistants, complained bitterly about the ways in which the books published under her name 

were assembled, and once again accused the prophet of plagiarism [Patrick, 2014]. Meanwhile, 

Ellen White had become so dependent on the work of another of her literary assistants, Marian 

Davis (photo 78), in gathering material White had written in other contexts for the book 

currently being prepared, that she frequently called Davis “my bookmaker.” In 1919, a 

conference of teachers and administrators, many of whom were well aware of Ellen White’s 

methods, was held when the issue was discussed in detail. It had become a difficult issue 

because most of the members were unaware of these facts. The possibility of causing some of 

these to lose their faith led the leaders to decide to seal the minutes of their discussion. These 

remained secret until they were found and published in Spectrum in the 1970s.  

So many studies were done in the 1970s of Ellen White’s use of sources, some of which 

caused the authors and some readers to become disillusioned [Rea, 1981], that the General 

Conference decided to fund a study in an effort to settle the questions. The responsibility was 

given to Dr. Fred Veltman, a professor of New Testament at Pacific Union College. His study 

showed a heavy use of unacknowledged sources [Veltman, 1988]. The report of the study in 

MINISTRY 12/1990 was pleasing in its honesty, which I would certainly expect from my church 

given its concern for "the truth". It reported that Fred Veltman had found that "The content of 

Ellen White's commentary on the life and ministry of Christ, The Desire of Ages, is for the most 

part derived rather than original....[O]ne is not able to recognize in Ellen White's writings on the 

life of Christ any general category of content or catalog of ideas that is unique to her."  It went 

on to report that Robert Olson, who had recently retired as head of the White Estate, had said 
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in an interview that he was "totally satisfied with this study." He added that "When I taught Life 

and Teachings [of Christ] at PUC I used The Desire of Ages to establish the sequence, the way it 

all happened. I wouldn't do that today... We cannot use Ellen White as the determinative final 

arbiter of what Scripture means." As a result of these studies, many Adventists concluded that 

while she was an important guide within Adventism during her life, her significance now is 

more pastoral than inspired. However, in a reversal of this attitude, Ted Wilson, the current 

president of the General Conference, quotes her heavily and as an authoritative source in his 

sermons: indeed he seems to quote her more frequently than he does the Bible, and to regard 

her as having at least equal authority to it. Moreover, judging from their replies to questions I 

have asked of them, the White Estate is focusing on supporting the traditional view of Ellen 

White’s writings, which those of her contemporaries who knew her well regarded as a false 

understanding [Crews-Lawson correspondence, 2017].  

 Adventists, Catholics, and the Remnant. Some other beliefs have increasingly 

caused some members embarrassment. One is that the Catholic Church will ultimately be one 

of the forces that will persecute Adventists, especially because it encourages the preaching of 

virulently anti-Catholic sermons by some Adventist evangelists and pastors. This is so strongly 

felt, that almost all American Adventists were very nervous about the outcome of the 1960 

presidential election, when John F Kennedy, a Catholic, became the first member of his faith to 

be elected president of the U.S.A. Another is the doctrine that sees Adventists as having a 

chosen relationship with God, of being his “Remnant Church” that is charged with bearing his 

final message to the world.  

 Adventism and Animism. Most of these debates have taken place in the developed 

world. One exception concerned changes made in the path of the date-line in the South Pacific, 

for these directly impacted the Adventists in the particular countries concerned, most recently 

in Western Samoa. Another was the concern that motivated the addition of what became 

known as Fundamental Belief 11 in 2005. At issue was that fact that animists converted to 

Adventism commonly continue to live both in fear of the spirits of their ancestors and to use 

them for their purposes, for example in clashes between tribal groups. I found this to be a 

major issue in both Africa and Papua-New Guinea, where people about to be baptized would 

suddenly be possessed by spirits, where ill Adventists would try multiple insurance by going to a 

witch doctor en route to an Adventist hospital, and even pastors would use spirit-related 

objects to protect their families while they were away traveling between the various churches 

they were responsible for. Consequently, the wording of the new belief attempted to give such 

members confidence by affirming that because Jesus triumphed over the forces of evil 

Adventists should no longer live in fear of “evil powers.”  

 The differences of opinion among Adventists concerning their beliefs are one important 

source of diversity within Adventism. Others are discussed below.  
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Adventist Rituals/Practices 

 Worship.  The “Shouting Methodist” roots of many Adventists had originally given 

them great freedom of expression in worship, but as time passed their services routinized. As 

with most non-liturgical Protestants, the sermon became the center of the service. Topics vary 

with pastors, some preferring to reinforce Adventist teachings, while others preach primarily 

about Jesus, or practical issues of daily life. There is no Adventist prayer-book, for they chose 

spontaneous prayer, even though these too tended to become predictable, depending on who 

was scheduled to pray. Even though there is no liturgy as such, there is a general Adventist 

pattern, with mostly minor variations from church to church. Adventists also do not use the 

Protestant Lexicon, with the result that there is usually at most one Scriptural reading and it 

may be as short as a single verse, the “text” for the sermon. The general tone of the service is 

cerebral, the atmosphere reverent. However, in African-American congregations the tone is 

more joyful, noisy, and the worship service is longer, as tasks are shared among a greater 

number of people to give poorer people opportunities to feel important. The general pattern 

developed in the US was exported by missionaries, creating a general sameness of worship 

throughout the global church. This is probably not very pertinent in some parts of the 

Developing world. 

 Communion is celebrated only once every three months. This is because it begins with 

“the ordinance of foot-washing”, when each member present washes the feet of a partner. This 

remembers that Jesus washed the feet of his disciples at the original communion service. This 

ordinance requires a good deal of preparation and time. The washing is symbolic—in the 

developed world no one expects feet to show any need of washing. However, I well remember, 

while in Kinshasa in the Congo, washing the feet of a local man who had walked bare-footed to 

church along a muddy path. In the developed world this ordinance has the effect of reducing 

participation in communion, because some prefer to avoid it. It is in fact an opportunity for 

bonding or to heal inter-personal wounds: Adventists are encouraged to invite someone with 

whom they may have had a problem to partner themselves. Sharing the bread and wine follows 

the foot-washing. The bread is unleavened, and the “wine” actually grape juice, served in small 

individual glasses.  

 Music. Singing and other music are important components of Adventist worship 

services. Few musicians are paid, but the talents of musicians are developed. (I was appointed a 

church organist at age 13, and I formed a church choir where there had not been one at age 

15.) Missionaries took the hymns used in America with them, and I was surprised how painfully 

slow the hymns I heard in Africa in particular were. However, when I asked a choir in a poverty-

stricken section of Nairobi to perform something in Swahili, their singing proved to be 

absolutely radiant, and I was saddened by the contrast. It appears to me that in importing 

American hymnody to other parts of the world this has been to the detriment of indigenous 

expressions of praise and worship 



35 
 

 When Swedish Adventists participated in an ecumenical hymnal for several small 

denominations they found that they had fewer “Adventist” hymns to contribute than the other 

groups. The 1985 English hymnal was a considerable improvement on its predecessors, and its 

compilers chose to incorporate a section of the “early Advent” hymns that had been used by 

their apocalyptically urgent forebears in the 1840s.  

 A few congregations, especially college churches, have invested in high-quality pipe 

organs, and have strong music programs. Most, however, have been much more modest, 

choosing to limit the funds devoted to music. The loss of many youth and changes in 

attendance patterns have led many Western congregations to blame music for that problem. 

Widespread changes in worship music began in the 1990s at Adventist colleges. However, 

changes in worship expression and music have caused divisions, including splits in several 

congregations I am aware of [Lawson, 2014]. 

 Fellowship Meals: When I was growing up in Australia, it was common for members 

to invite visitors home for lunch after church service. However, I have been in a situation there 

when visiting another city and no one invited me, leaving me to be hungry, for in those days we 

were taught not to buy things on the Sabbath. Many American congregations schedule pot-luck 

fellowship meals after their worship services. These make visitors feel welcome, and give 

opportunities for members to bond with one another. The food served is almost always totally 

vegetarian, for the sake of the vegetarians present. I am personally celiac, and I have been 

grateful that those preparing many of the dishes for meals at the two churches I have attended 

regularly in recent years have gone out of their way to prepare gluten-free meals that celiacs 

can eat safely. Fellowship meals also usually include no coffee, tea or alcoholic beverages. But 

desserts are often high in sugar content.  

 Meanwhile, in a change from earlier years, many Adventists now eat out at restaurants 

with friends after worship.  

 Sabbath School, which usually begins at 9.30 a.m., precedes the worship service. All 

age groups are catered for, with separate divisions with strong programs for the cradle roll, 

kindergarten, primary, juniors, youth, and adults.  However, in the developing world I found 

that many churches lacked facilities for the children, so that they were neglected.  

 The adult Sabbath school focuses on the teaching of the lesson, usually from the official 

Sabbath School Study Guide prepared by the Sabbath School Department of the General 

Conference. Many of these lessons are designed to reinforce Adventist beliefs. The same 

lessons are studied in all Sabbath schools around the world, the overt purpose being to 

reinforce unity among Adventists. Daily study of the lesson is encouraged, and then the lesson 

as taught often becomes a rather tedious rehash of what those present are already familiar 

with. But one size does not necessarily fit all—much depends on the wisdom of the teacher. In 

the developed world some classes choose to pursue the study of topics of their own choice. 
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 Sabbath School has also traditionally been the main source of offerings for missions. 

Sabbath School classes often become key primary groups within the congregation, where 

members can share their personal problems and issues. However, Sabbath School attendance 

has slumped in the Western World in recent decades, and with that also the mission offerings.  

 Architecture. Most Adventist churches are unprepossessing, and thus match the 

unpretentious style of worship. Small congregations often rent a church building from a 

congregation that worships on Sundays. Even where churches are owned, they are often very 

simple. The second church built in Battle Creek in 1857 is a good example of simple structures 

(photo 79). Windows are usually plain, not leaded, and many do not have a style that makes 

them instantly recognizable as a church. Internal decorations are also usually few and meager. 

There is rarely a cross in the church—but usually an American flag in the U.S.A. Many urban 

churches, because of the cost of urban land, are buildings built for other purposes but 

converted to use as churches. If they are being built from the beginning as churches, these are 

often projects in progress. Since the funds necessary to erect a church have to be raised in 

addition to tithe funds, this puts a financial strain on congregations where the people are not 

wealthy or are elderly. Most of the really attractive churches are found on college campuses. 

Colleges have a greater variety of resources, and are usually built in what are at least originally 

rural locations, where the land needed is not costly. Occasionally Adventists have an 

opportunity to buy an imposing church structure that was built by another denomination. 

Ephesus Church in Harlem, New York City, is one such (photo 80).  I have seen instances where 

the current Adventist owners did not appreciate or understand the purpose of particular 

architectural features, and removed or spoilt them. One example of that has been lead-light 

windows celebrating extra-biblical stories. However, as congregations grow, Adventists often 

build much more attractive buildings. The Dime Tabernacle in Battle Creek, built through 

encouraging small gifts, is one such (photo 81). The University Church at Loma Linda University 

is an example of an impressive structure built on a campus (photo 82). Others are less church-

like architecturally—such as Sligo Church in suburban Washington, on the campus of what is 

now called Washington Adventist University (photo 83).  

 Churches in the developing world vary greatly with local styles and building materials 

available, and the financial resources of the members. Many churches in rural areas of the 

South Pacific, for example, have both thatched roofs and walls. When I was in Nairobi, I 

attended worship in a frail building with broken windows that a poor congregation rented. 

Many congregations do not have access to a building and worship out-of-doors.  Many others 

have been saved from that through the help of Maranatha Volunteers International, who often 

provide a metal roof and supports with a “One day Church Kit”, thus providing basic shelter, 

and then often the local members build walls and floor with materials available locally (photo 

84).    

 Institutional structures—publishing houses, hospital and college buildings—in the 

developed world were often large, functional buildings, even in the nineteenth century. 



37 
 

However, such structures, even today, do not usually have any features that reveal their 

religious purposes. In the 1990s the Catholic and Adventist hospital systems in Colorado joined 

forces in order to survive the sharp competition raging. Adventists were given pause when they 

realized that the hospitals built by Catholics had features, such as statues of the Virgin Mary, 

that made their religious intention immediately obvious, while those they had built had nothing 

such. Even the small chapels, designed as locations where people with seriously ill relatives can 

retreat to pray or seek spiritual help from a hospital chaplain, were totally plain. As a result, the 

hospital administrators decided to commission paintings to make the religious intent of the 

hospitals obvious. Those chosen no doubt disappointed the artists in their midst, for they were 

simple representational art and not especially interesting as such, but at least their purpose 

was immediately clear.  

 The quality of buildings in the developing world varies greatly according to location in 

the church structure. Administrative buildings at Division headquarters are often large and 

luxurious, while schools, hospitals and churches show a shortage of funding. For example, when 

I visited the college at Lukemba in the Congo I found the buildings old and crowded, while the 

campus was so short of funds that it did not have an operating vehicle which was sorely needed 

to transport a student with appendicitis to hospital. The staff expressed resentment that they 

were so short of funds when the headquarters of the Division in Abijan, Cote d’Ivoire, was 

luxurious (85). Similarly, when I visited Kendu Adventist Hospital in Western Kenya in 1989 I 

was told that a patient who urgently needed to be taken to a large medical center in Nairobi 

would die because none of their ambulances was working, and that blood often spoilt because 

of blackouts and lack of a generator (photo 86). 

 On the other hand, when the building of institutions is at the initiative of the divisions 

and the General Conference, as the building of new universities in Africa has been in recent 

decades, the quality of architecture and the buildings is much higher. Photo 87 shows the 

University of East Africa in Kenya (photo 87).  

 Camp meetings. There is one Adventist tradition that immediately reveals their 

Methodist roots: camp meetings were regular occurrences from the very beginning, dating back 

to the Millerite period. James and Ellen White often spoke at camp meetings: photo 88 pictures 

them at one in Minnesota in 1876 (photo 88).  Today most conference administrative units in 

the developed world organize a camp-meeting as a special celebration each Summer. These 

used to be held on church-owned camp-grounds without major buildings, where the main 

meetings took place in large tents, and the people who came were also accommodated in 

tents. At the camp meeting I grew up attending in Queensland, Australia, the main meetings 

occurred in the “big tent” which eventually grew in size to five huge tree-sized poles, and 

accommodated about 3,000 people. There was a heady scent of fresh wood chips on the floor. 

Separate meetings were staged for youth, and children of various age-groups. However, today 

many camp-grounds feature permanent structures, both for meetings and living. Today the 

camp meeting organized by the Carolina Conference lasts from Sunday through Saturday night.  
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 A camp meeting program is full of meetings—morning, afternoon, and evening 

throughout the planned time. The focus of the Sabbath morning worship services are revival. 

They often emphasize that world events surely indicate that the return of Christ will be soon, 

and the members of the audience are urged to cleanse their lives. Alter calls, beginning with 

those who have not yet been baptized and broadening gradually until the goal is to get 

everyone present to stand as a sign that they are rededicating their lives to God. The Sabbath 

services in the youth pavilion have traditionally been aimed at persuading those of baptismal 

age to decide on taking that step. This is also a time when acquaintances are renewed and ties 

among the members within the conference are strengthened.  

 Some American conferences have found the real estate involved has become so 

valuable that they have sold or redeveloped their camp grounds in recent years. They were 

encouraged to do this by falling attendance at camp meetings during the week. Some 

conferences now settle for a series of Sabbath meetings, often several such for different 

language groups to accommodate the various immigrants.  

 The General Conference Session. This is held now every five years, usually in a 

North American city’s convention center, for other cities elsewhere have been found to not 

have adequate meeting spaces. It becomes a huge celebration of Adventism and publicity 

opportunity. Some Adventists travel far—even from other countries--to enjoy the sense that 

Adventism is now large and global. Many of these are delegates, each representing local unions 

from around the world.  People from countries in the developing world wear “national 

costumes” to emphasize the international nature of this gathering. Attendance on the two 

Sabbath mornings these days is as high as 70,000, with audience members watching the 

speakers on huge screens (photos 89, 90), and others watching livebroadcasts on screens in 

their churches. While part of each week day is devoted to business matters, such as going 

through suggested changes in the Church Manual, there is also a sense that this is a monster 

camp meeting, with spiritual meetings at least every morning and evening, lots of music 

performances, and a sermon as the central event of each.  

 A lot of time is also spent going through a huge exhibition hall, where Adventist-related 

enterprises distribute or sell their products, and people rub shoulders renewing acquaintances 

and talking with members from different parts of the globe. This in an occasion when cultural 

diversity is valued, in spite of the problems that it causes to the church the rest of the time.  

 Adventists organize the city to meet their needs during the Session. For example, 

restaurants are urged to offer vegetarian menus, for the influx of Adventists has to find food 

somewhere. Since this is reported in the press and on TV, the whole city receives a lesson on 

what Adventists do and do not eat and drink. All the hotels in the city are booked up in blocks 

several years in advance by the General Conference staff members charged with making the 

necessary arrangements.  
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Adventist Organization/Leadership 

The Adventist structure is hierarchical, with several levels: churches are the basic unit, 

and they are joined together in conferences. Delegates from the constituent churches elect the 

officers of the conference, so the latter are obliged to try to keep the churches happy with 

them, and the delegates also shape the conference constitution and by-laws; conferences are in 

turn constituents of the union conference or union mission (if it is not self-supporting) covering 

their region, usually known as a “union”. Since the union has considerable influence over the 

career opportunities open to conference personnel, the latter feel pressure from both 

directions. When even larger areas, such as Europe or North America, felt the need to 

coordinate together, Division Conferences were created in 1913. However, because of 

problems in Germany during World War I, in 1918 these were restructured, becoming regional 

arms of the General Conference, and their leaders have henceforth been chosen at General 

Conference sessions. This left unions as the main constituents of the General Conference, even 

though Divisions are often thought of, and act, as another distinct level within the structure.  

When the Pacific Press Publishing House was sued in the 1970s because it had 

discriminated financially against women workers and the North American Division attempted to 

defend its action, its President, Neal Wilson, who was soon to become General Conference 

President, testified that the Adventist Church, with the exception of the Catholic Church, is the 

most hierarchical denomination active in the USA [Colvin, 1986].  Its structure actually contains 

more levels that that of the Catholic Church.  Nevertheless it claims that its system is 

“representative”, and indeed the different levels were each designed to have powers of its 

own. For example, the local church controls membership status. When, in 1980, Desmond Ford, 

the Australian scholar and charismatic preacher, was fired for heresy, this was at the behest of 

the General Conference. The latter was so unhappy with his critique of the doctrine of the 

Investigative Judgment that Neal Wilson, President at the time, sorely wanted to disfellowship 

him also. However, the College Church at Pacific Union College respected Ford, and refused to 

take that action, so that Wilson was frustrated. Subsequently, he tried to change the rules to 

allow the General Conference to intervene to accomplish such goals, but was unsuccessful. It 

was shown above that since 1984 the General Conference has been trying to concentrate 

control in itself. 

About three-quarters of the delegates to a General Conference Session are allocated to 

unions according to their size, and are thus drawn from all areas of the global church. The 

formula now in use is supposed to ensure a certain number of both lay and women delegates, 

although male church employees are still overly represented. The remaining delegates, called 

“at-large delegates,” represent the General Conference, its Divisions and its institutions. These 

are predominantly male church employees. In 2015 there were a total of 2,536 delegates. Such 

numbers help inflate the cost of holding a Session. The role of delegates is to vote on all 

decisions. However, the power of most of them is in fact limited severely, for the real power 

lies with the members of the Nominating Committee. These are chosen by meetings of 
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delegates from each union, and they usually include the Union President, though again some 

are supposed to be laypersons and women. However, the union presidents are usually the main 

players on that committee. The task of the Nominating Committee is first to choose a single 

candidate for the position of General Conference President, whose name is then taken to the 

rest of the delegates for approval, which is usually automatic, though in 2015 the name of Ted 

Wilson was sent back to the Nominating Committee several times, an unprecedented 

happening. However, the Nominating Committee each time refused to change its nomination. 

The President, once chosen, then works closely with the Nominating Committee as he 

endeavors to have the personnel he wants nominated for the other posts. Delegates who are 

not members of the Nominating Committee have only the opportunity to vote each nomination 

up or down—a very limited role.  

The Passing of American Hegemony. The Adventist Church originated in the USA, 

and for most of its history Americans have dominated the church, and provided most of the 

missionaries and funds. This period is clearly winding down, and the American hegemony has 

passed. In recognition of this, the proportion of American tithe allocated abroad is gradually, 

following an agreement, being reduced. While the current General Conference President is yet 

another American, he openly courted support in the developing world prior to the General 

Conference Session where he was elected, flaunting, for example, his opposition to the 

ordination of women there, for he realized that he would get little support in USA and the rest 

of the developed world. Now, as president, he is demanding uniformity of policy in the name of 

“unity” in a globalized church with enormous cultural diversity.  

The General Conference has tended to gather increasing power with time. When a new 

General Conference President is chosen, an excellent example of Pluralistic Ignorance occurs, as 

General Conference personnel switch their loyalty and endeavors to those proposed by the 

new president. For example, before Ted Wilson was initially elected president, many of the staff 

at the General Conference had expressed dismay at the prospect of his election. However, 

when the vote occurred, which was by show of hands, only one delegate based in the General 

Conference voted against Wilson. Retribution followed when that delegate was not re-elected 

to his position, in spite of his having earned an excellent reputation there.  

Women’s Ordination. President Ted Wilson seems bent on increasing centralization 

to give him greater control of the Church. This is well illustrated by women’s ordination, an 

issue that is playing out currently. The General Conference Sessions of 1990 and 1995 had 

rejected proposals to make women pastors eligible for ordination and to allow individual 

divisions to decide whether their ordination was best for their situation. On both occasions 

most of the “no” votes came from delegates from the Developing world. Since Church bylaws 

give unions the task of deciding which pastors are ready for ordination, some of the American 

and European unions have been ordaining women pastors in recent years, viewing it as a moral 

issue. When two of the American unions, Columbia and Pacific, put this on the agenda of their 

annual business sessions, Ted Wilson attended and made strong, emotional speeches imploring 
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delegates not to vote in favor of the change. However, on both occasions the vote was 

overwhelmingly in favor of ordaining women.  

At the 2015 General Conference Session another attempt to make this an issue to be 

decided at the division level was made. Wilson established a task force with over 100 members, 

including many biblical scholars, to explore whether the Scriptures supported the ordination of 

women. This met over three years for intense searching and debate. Eventually, when its 

members decided that the Scriptures were not decisive about the issue, with 62 supporting 

allowing divisions where there was strong cultural support for gender equality to ordain women 

pastors compared to only 32 opposed, a vote that both surprised and disappointed Wilson, he 

withheld this information from delegates at the General Conference Session.  He also helped 

achieve a negative result by reminding delegates that he opposed such ordinations. (This is 

apparently a strongly held personal position: for example, he chooses to make his home 

congregation the only one in the Columbia Union that is not open to having women elders.) 

Consequently, the proposal was defeated once again, although by a smaller margin than at the 

two previous votes. It is likely that Wilson’s manipulation of the information that was provided 

to the delegates was decisive.  

Even though one of the roles of unions has been to decide who in their territory should 

be ordained, Wilson has since attempted to insist, in the name of “Church unity,” that all such 

ordinations cease and come into line with the Session’s vote. However, these unions have 

proved very reluctant to obey, given the support for women’s ordination among their 

constituencies, the view of many members that gender equality is a moral issue, and the 

presence of active ordained women pastors in many conferences. Consequently, the Annual 

Council of church leaders in 2016, under Wilson’s firm leadership, threatened to invoke the 

“nuclear option,” which has been available to the General Conference since 1995. Under this, 

the General Conference would step in, disband the recalcitrant administrations of these unions, 

and run them directly, using personnel that it chooses, in order to enforce uniformity of 

practice. However, the delegates finally voted to wait a year to implement this extreme option, 

to allow for prayer and consultation. Meanwhile, all the North American unions pledged to 

support one another in this, and a conference arranged by the American, European, Australian 

and New Zealand unions practicing or openly supporting the ordination of women was held in 

July 2017 in London to discuss the real meaning of unity within the Adventist Church. This 

created a basis for a broad alliance of unions supporting leaving room for diversity.   

The commitment of the Adventist unions in the USA to gender equality represents a 

remarkable change from the early 1970s, when Neal Wilson, Ted’s father, who was then what 

today would be called president of the North American Division of the church, chose to go to 

court to defend Pacific Press, an American Adventist publishing house, against a suit by two 

women, Merikay Silver and Lorna Tobler, who had discovered that they were being paid 60% 

less than men in equivalent positions because they were not considered a “head of household.” 

The ground of the Adventist case was religious liberty—that an Adventist institution had the 
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right to discriminate because it was religious. That defense lost in court. (photos 91, 92) 

[McLeod 1985; Colvin 1986]  

Meanwhile, the North American Division has taken a potentially significant step. 

Because of its location, it was not fully formed until 1990, and its headquarters were located in 

the General Conference complex until 2017. All the other divisions have gradually developed 

independence over time. The decision by the NAD to move location appears to be a similar 

effort to develop independence. It is therefore possible that it would prove a strong player if 

the General Conference chose to invoke the nuclear option against its current union leaders. 

The NAD has also chosen at this time to flex its muscles and demand the percentage of the tithe 

funds that it receives that it is obliged to turn over to the General Conference be lowered to the 

level required from all the other divisions. Daniel Jackson, president of the NAD since 2010, is 

strongly admired, and can be seen as the leader behind these moves (photo 93).  

When the delegates gathered at church headquarters for the Annual Council in October 

2017, Wilson kept what the leaders and chosen to propose close to his chest, not making a copy 

of the motion available until the time when it was due to be introduced. Tension was 

consequently high, and leaks occurred.  The leadership had apparently decided to avoid using 

the “nuclear option.” Instead, it proposed to punish union leaders which were not in accord 

with General Conference policy, especially on the ordination of women. It therefore introduced 

a motion that all leaders be required to sign a loyalty oath, which would oblige them to be in 

accord with policy. Without that they would not be eligible to speak or vote at Annual Council. 

This would have forced union officers to refuse to act on contrary votes by union constituency 

meetings, or face punishment.  

The manner in which this was decided on was cause for concern. This was publicized in a 

“Call to Action” written by retired Seminary church historian, George Knight, that was published 

on the Spectrum web-site: 

“This morning I received notice from an administrator attending the Annual Council (AC) that there is 
going to be a plan set before the AC to penalize members of the General Conference Executive 
Committee who cannot vouch that they are complying with GC policies. Such individuals will not have 
voice or vote beginning with the 2018 AC… One problematic and very troubling aspect of this move is 
the way that the recommendation is making its way to the AC floor. This needs to be shared. Last 
Sunday, the GC Division Officers met and debated the recommendation. When the vote was taken it was 
29 against and 26 for. IN SHORT, THE VOTE FAILED. BUT, somebody decided that members of the 
Division Officers group not present could vote. Those members had apparently not been a part of the 
conversation and may not have been informed that those who had been in the conversation had voted the 
recommendation down. Thus they did not understand the depth of the controversy. But these added votes 
based on partial information carried the day and gave the GC administration the majority it desired. 
My correspondent noted that it is sad indeed when the leaders of the denomination have to resort to such 
tactics, and all in the name of unity…” 
 
Knight added: “Sounds like Ted Wilson is seeking to cut off all roads of escape with no leeway for 
written or verbal protest in the future. As a result, the time to stand unitedly and forcefully may be rapidly 
approaching…” [Knight, 2017a]. 
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When the meeting resumed next day, the floor was abuzz, discussing what Knight had 
written—it seemed that everyone had been reading the daily reports of the meeting on the 
Spectrum web-site.  After a long debate, a motion to refer the motion back to the committee 
was passed by a majority of 184 to 114 [Dwyer, 2017]. Wilson, obviously disappointed, 
commented that “The body has spoken. It will go back to the committee. By God's grace, we 
will find a way of bringing something together again” [Adventist News Network, 2017]. 
 

One result of this conflict is that many American Adventists are feeling alienated from 

the church structure, and there is growing fear in higher places of the ascent of 

congregationalism among Adventists in the developed world. By that is meant that increasing 

numbers of members will cease tithing through official channels, which funds the operation of 

the world church, and instead give it to their local congregations. This is already occurring to an 

unknown extent. Since their congregations are weak within the Adventist structure, there is 

plenty of room for resentment by members. Although church members have to raise the funds 

to build their church buildings in addition to tithing to the conference, the latter selects and 

pays the pastors, moves them when it chooses, and has title to their buildings. Local costs have 

to be raised through offerings—that is, separately from tithe funds. Moreover, conflict between 

a congregation and conference can result in the congregation’s loss of its church building. There 

is no doubt that Adventists in the developed  world resent the unwillingness of the delegates 

from the Developing world, which has received so much of their largesse over the decades, to 

understand that for many of them the equal treatment of the sexes is a moral issue, and that 

the failure of the Church to allow them to ordain their women pastors has led to vast 

disillusionment among women and especially youth, many of whom cite this as reason to see 

Adventism as irrelevant to their lives and have ceased active attendance. Angst concerning this 

pattern has reduced the incentive of Americans to fund the work of the church in the regions 

that have refused to allow Adventism in the developed world to follow its conscience in this 

matter. 

It seems strange and unexpected that the General Conference President would take 

such a strong stand on a matter which is not mentioned in the Ten Commandments and where 

several studies have failed to find a coherent biblical position, an issue which has been decided 

primarily in terms of cultural differences and gender biases, while the Adventist position on 

military service, which Ellen White found to be directly related to two of the Ten 

Commandments, has been allowed to shift considerably over time and where strong cultural 

differences have shaped markedly differing policies.  

Current Adventist Issues/Challenges 

 The Impact of its Globalization on Adventism. Globalization has had a huge and 

widespread impact on Adventism. I will use as a measure the impact of globalization on the 

Adventist trajectory from sect to denomination, which has been shown to have been very 
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powerful in the developed world, in spite of the low numbers of Adventist members located 

there. What of the developing world? Adventism was never as sectarian there: since it was a 

Christian group, it was identified with the economic and political power concentrated in the US 

and Europe. It rapidly became much more prominent than it was in the developed world 

because of its schools, hospitals and clinics, and then, as it grew rapidly, in some countries 

practicing democracy as its numbers brought it influence.  

 Nevertheless, Adventism is very diverse because it is active within so many cultures and 

countries. Generally, as remarked on already, it appealed to the poor, such as Indian 

untouchables and the poorest classes in Mexico. Consequently, most of its members are unable 

to take advantage of the educational opportunities it offers. Moreover, it was slow to develop 

tertiary education in the developing world: early missionaries in Africa were quoted as saying 

that the only BA an African needed was “born again.” However, once the colonial era ended, 

and indigenous church leadership became essential at the national level, Adventists gradually 

developed and offered new opportunities, providing a route to upward mobility for some, so 

that members of influence in their societies emerged, including some who gained political 

influence. Adventism became a more significant presence in some areas, such as several of the 

Pacific Islands, China before the communist takeover, the Philippines, where Adventists operate 

four tertiary colleges, parts of Latin America, and among the Indian diaspora. Some of the 

Adventist universities and medical schools have become increasingly important in recent years. 

In Papua-New Guinea not only are Adventists politically powerful because they developed one 

of the first secondary schools and their graduates moved into key positions, but in the 

Highlands, it was explained to me, “God blesses Adventists”, making them rich. This flowed 

from their refusal to have or eat pigs, which were initially the currency, an unstable source of 

wealth which was consumed because the rich were expected to throw parties. But Adventists 

refused to take part in traditional celebrations that featured pork, alcohol and the spirits of 

ancestors. Instead, they were ready for the coming of the monetary economy, and this became 

the foundation of their economic success along with their higher levels of education.  

 However, even though the pattern of Adventism in the developing world appeared to 

mimic that in America, with its institutions and form of worship, there were major differences 

because these were often tribal societies, collectivist rather than individualistic, and following 

the lead of the “big men” in authority. Moreover, Adventism in the developing world has yet to 

produce any theological leadership. Instead, in some ways it is an example of old-style 

Adventism, taken there by conservative missionaries. For example, I attended a church service 

in Nairobi two days before Christmas that was taped for broadcast the next day on television 

where the whole point of the sermon was that Adventists did not observe Christmas Day 

because there is no biblical commandment to do so, for it was not observed in biblical times. 

However, the next day I was invited to a Christmas celebration among the foreign missionaries 

on the headquarters compound.  
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 The Adventist church in much of the developing world has at root a different tone—it is 

neither sectarian nor denomination-like. Theologically it is much more legalistic without being 

strict concerning behavior. Consequently, HIV became a huge problem among African 

Adventists, because heterosexual promiscuity was widespread there. Those contracting the 

disease included many pastors and even administrators. And yet in Uganda the president of the 

church played a leading role in supporting a new law that made homosexual behavior a capital 

offense. SDA Kinship International, the Adventist LGBTQ support organization, suddenly found 

itself with over 100 desperate members there.  

 The cultures and religious philosophies in which Adventism exists are enormously 

diverse throughout the developing world, ranging from the animism of Africa and the Pacific 

and parts of Asia to Hinduism and Buddhism in Asia to Latin American Catholicism and 

Pentecostalism. Adventism is inevitably very different in each environment. The Adventist 

political system assuming that delegates each vote his/her individual conscience does not fit 

well into this diversity. Yet, wherever I traveled, I found warm welcomes and acceptance—I 

showed I was a “brother”, for I knew the Adventist lingo, was acquainted with church leaders, 

and looked and behaved like an Adventist, and was therefore accepted no matter how different 

that culture was from mine, or from others where my welcome had been similar.  

The Possibility, even the Likelihood, of Fragmentation or Schism. Sectarian 

groups, where beliefs are taken seriously and divergent interpretations often emerge, are 

always in danger of possible schism. Adventism has had its share of these throughout its 

history, but so far they have always been of limited size and threat. Today, however, a 

combination of factors has raised the alert level considerably. The globalization of Adventism 

has produced widespread cultural diversity, a broad spread in educational levels, and a 

situation where formerly colonized peoples now hold a majority and have become eager to flex 

their muscles. The ascent of Ted Wilson to the Presidency of the General Conference by 

harnessing the longings and votes of delegates from the Developing world, his leaning towards 

conservatism on both doctrinal and social issues, and his wish to purify the Church to ready it 

for the “final conflict” by muzzling or removing dangerous liberals, has turned Adventism into a 

powder-keg where the threatened groups are organizing in their own defense. Wilson defines 

those who disagree with him as heretics and enemies of the truth. These include those who see 

equal opportunity in ordination as a moral issue, science and biblical teachers whose research 

has convinced them that fossils in geological strata and/or dating techniques indicate that life 

on earth is older than what Wilson’s reading of the account of Creation in Genesis and of the 

Sabbath Commandment suggest to him, and members who have concluded that God loves 

LGBTQ Adventists and consequently embraces them.  

The decline of Adventism among the peoples of the developed world. It has 

been estimated that Adventism is losing 60% of the youth who grew up in Adventist families in 

North America, Europe and Australasia. Consequently, the mean age of Adventists in most of 

these countries is much older than for those societies in general, and the result is an aging 



46 
 

church oftentimes with declining numbers. That is, it is now proving subject to dynamics which 

are similar to those that have impacted the Mainline Churches since the end of World War II. 

Adventism, which is essentially a modern church, does not know how to communicate with 

post-modern youth, with the result that its outreach strategies do not work with them. 

Consequently, enrollments at many Adventist schools and universities are declining, raising the 

question of how many of these can survive? The situation has been saved to some extent in 

some of these countries by the influx of Adventist immigrants from the Developing world. But 

these usually cannot afford to attend Adventist schools, and second and third generation youth 

from immigrant families are subject to dynamics that are similar to those which have impacted 

the Caucasian youth there—they too become post-modern.  

     Numerically, Adventism is now predominantly a church of the developing 

world. But even there many of the educated Adventist youth do not want church careers, 

when much better ones are available in these post-colonial societies. When I researched in 

Kenya, my visit to the University of East Africa followed soon after a riot in which the students 

had demanded successfully that the university change its name from what had been the 

Adventist University of East Africa. This demand had emerged from the students’ sense that 

government and private employers were less likely to hire graduates from a university whose 

name announced its church connection, for that led them to assume that the graduates had 

been trained to fit the needs of the church. Adventists are mostly converting the poor in these 

countries, who cannot afford the tuition and living costs at Adventist universities. For example, 

in Mexico Adventists sponsor three universities, including one that includes medical and dental 

schools, but few of the students there come from Adventist homes and the mean income and 

educational level of Adventists there fall far short of those of Mexican Mormons and Witnesses, 

even though neither group sponsors even one university [Lawson, 2013].  

The Adventist teaching that the apocalypse will occur “soon” attracts such poor people, 

especially when it is not a familiar teaching: the rewards it will bring them have much in 

common, after all, with the attraction of a cargo cult, which various animist groups have 

embraced at different times and places. Nevertheless, there is huge turnover among those 

members. Adventists often announce that another Pentecost has occurred, with thousands 

being baptized after an evangelistic campaign. However, they ask later far too seldom how 

many of those baptized are still attending church. When I asked that question of all the pastors 

of Adventist churches in Kinshasa, The Congo, three years after 1600 people had been baptized, 

the answer given me after a lot of counting using fingers to do so was “about 50.” The measure 

of success for both pastors and administrators has too often been the number of baptisms. 

Photo 94 shows a baptism of 5,000 converts at the end of a series of evangelistic meetings in 

Port Moresby, Papua-New Guinea, in 2012 (photo 94). Photo 95, of a baptism in Africa, shows 

that those being baptized are very young (photo 95). The practices illustrated suggest why the 

turnover of members is high. Consequently, the General Conference has in recent years been 

pressing administrators to “clean the rolls” by removing those listed who are no longer present. 
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As this has been done in some areas, the growth-rate has inevitably declined sharply. But it has 

not yet been done everywhere, or sufficiently efficiently. The statistic showing the need for 

much more that has been used by David Trim, Director of the General Conference’s Research 

Office, has been deaths as a proportion of the membership. In far too many countries these 

have been way lower than the death-rate reported in the census reports. In some countries, 

such as India, according to their statistics almost no Adventists die. Adventism may encourage a 

healthy lifestyle, but Trim gives no credence to many Adventist statistics. Ironically, such 

inflated membership statistics also inflate the number of delegates to General Conference 

Sessions awarded to such unions. 

Gender inequality. As discussed earlier, this is currently an extremely volatile issue, and 

especially whether or not it is permissible to affirm the work of women pastors through 

ordination. In a church where its prophet, herself a woman who carried credentials proclaiming 

that she was an ordained pastor (photo 96), encouraged both women and men to enter the 

ministry because all hands were needed by God to “finish the work”, many women served 

successfully as pastor-evangelists during her life-time. However, after her death in 1915, their 

number gradually declined until there were none.  

The emergence of the feminist movement caused many Adventist women to feel a call to 

serve God. The General Conference responded positively in the 1970s, providing scholarships 

for women to attend seminary in order to encourage them to prepare for service in the 

ministry; it also changed policy in order to permit the ordination of women as lay elders within 

their congregations because it was sorely aware that many small churches in the developed 

world lacked talented men. The women who took advantage of the opportunity to attend the 

Seminary often proved to be excellent students and appreciated pastors. However, when their 

male classmates, who had often had inferior grades while in Seminary, were ordained, but the 

women did not receive the same recognition, the latter felt unappreciated.  

While the roles of women pastors were gradually extended until they included almost 

everything done by male pastors, the General Conference balked at ordination. This was partly 

a matter of gender discrimination by older clergy in the developed world, including many 

General Conference personnel. Some of the General Conference leaders felt encouraged in 

their opposition when they found that most of the church’s administrators in the Developing 

world were also opposed. These often explained that their cultures would not accept women in 

leadership roles. However, the youth, being better educated and more independent, felt 

differently about the matter, and stated this in interviews. 

The most significant consequence of women pastors not being ordained is that this renders 

them ineligible for election as president at any level of the church administration—that is, it 

prevents them from holding the key positions of power. Women have been elected as vice-

presidents of conferences, unions, divisions, and eventually, in 2005, of the General Conference 

(photo 97); many of them serve as president of church-sponsored universities and hospitals 
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(photo 98); but officially they cannot be chosen as a president within the administrative 

structure of the church.  

After some unions chose to go their own way and ordain women, the Southeastern 

Conference in California, which includes Loma Linda University and its Medical Center, elected a 

woman as its president (photo 99). This angered General Conference President Ted Wilson to 

such an extent that her name has been omitted from the Adventist Yearbook and no identity 

badge is prepared for her when she attends meetings at the General Conference: that is, the 

Church leadership refuses to recognize the fact of her election.   

The Adventist church faces a major test of strength between the General Conference and 

the unions of the developed world over the issue. If the General Conference chooses to punish 

those unions by using the “nuclear option”, as was threatened in 2016, or by making their 

leaders ineligible to participate in the highest councils of the church, as was threatened in 2017, 

the repercussions are likely to be severe.  

Race and ethnic relations. Meanwhile, there is considerable unfinished business in this 

area. In the USA conferences serving the Black churches are still separate, and most African-

American Adventists attend segregated congregations, with the result that black and white 

Adventists rarely know one another. While the origins of this pattern lay in white racism—their 

refusal to allow blacks to be elected to administrative positions where they would be over some 

whites—the reason it continues is the refusal of black leaders to agree to join the other 

conferences, where they would have less standing and less control over black programs. It is 

never suggested that conferences integrate by having the white churches become part of a 

black conference.  

It has been noted that it took a long time before non-Europeans were elected to lead 

unions or divisions or elected to leadership posts within the General Conference. The same was 

true for African-Americans within North America, both union and division leadership posts. The 

first African-American to be elected as president of the North American Division was Charles 

Bradford, who in fact lost the original election but gained the post when the white who had 

been elected declined to take it (photo 100). Bradford, who served from 1979 through 1990, 

became widely admired, but so far he has not paved the way for the election of another 

African-American to that post.  However, several African-Americans have been chosen as union 

presidents in North America in recent years, often rising to that position from the position of 

Secretary/Vice President.  

In South Africa there has been some progress in integrating conference administrations, less 

in integrating the churches successfully. Many white pastors and members have migrated to 

other countries in order not to pastor or worship in racially mixed churches; others have ceased 

attending Adventist churches. Just as white flight turned the potentially racially mixed church in 

Zimbabwe into a black church, this appears likely to be the final result of the shameful race 

history of the Adventist Church in South Africa.  
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Immigration. Adventists from countries in the Developing world have been drawn in large 

numbers to cities in England, France, the Netherlands, Canada, the USA, Australia, and New 

Zealand. Their arrival has often caused white flight from urban churches, especially in London, 

Birmingham, Paris, Toronto, Montreal, New York, and Los Angeles. The deep unhappiness 

among the Caribbean immigrants in London concerning the failure of the conference and union 

administrations to include any of them resulted eventually in the brokering of an agreement, 

known as the Pierson Package, by the then General Conference President, Robert Pierson, to 

change this situation by importing able Caribbean pastors who initially were included in the 

church administrations. It took little time, because the ability of these newcomers was 

appreciated, for them to be elected as the presidents of the British Union and both English 

conferences. After this Package suggested a path, immigrant leadership became standard in the 

North France, Ontario, Quebec, and both the Greater New York and the North-Eastern 

conferences, the two conferences based in New York City. Most of the first-generation 

Adventist immigrants from the developing world have come illegally, without documents. This 

has made them insecure and disadvantaged.  

Tribalism and the Rwandan Genocide. Where tribalism has played a significant role, 

the loyalties and antipathies between different tribes have competed with church attachments 

and behavioral expectations. Events during the Rwanda genocide of 1994 are the most striking 

example of these dynamics. Adventists had had a long presence in Rwanda, dating from the 

time of World War I. They had grown to become the largest Protestant church there, and 

operated several institutions—a university, a training school, and a hospital. Nevertheless, 

church authorities regarded the Adventist church there as lacking the maturity to be trusted to 

local leadership: it was one of the few African churches where the union president was still a 

foreign missionary. I was told in interviews about tensions between Hutu and Tutsi members; 

that nepotism was a glaring problem, with many of the Union and Mission personnel being 

related; that leaders of both the training school and the hospital had taken sexual advantage of 

students and nurses; that members consumed so much banana beer that the church could use 

its own Alcoholics Anonymous organization; and that Adventist students studying at the 

government-run university regularly attended examinations and classes on the Sabbath. During 

the genocide Adventist slaughtered Adventist, demonstrating that for many their tribal identity 

was more pertinent than their faith; the director of the hospital and his son, a medical doctor 

there, were later found guilty by a UN court of aiding the massacre of Tutsi Adventists who had 

sought protection in the Adventist church at the hospital—hundreds of bodies were found 

there (photo 101).  The only Adventist hero to surface was an American missionary who refused 

to be evacuated with the rest of the foreign Adventist workers, and who succeeded in 

preventing the deaths of the children in an orphanage as well as several other Tutsi Adventists 

whom he sheltered at grave risk to himself. This was a crisis when the Adventist Church failed 

to be the leaven transforming society that Christians are supposed to be.  
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After the crisis, the church in Rwanda was left in disarray: it was uncertain how many of its 

members were dead or had gone into exile; almost all the Rwandans in subsidiary leadership 

posts had been killed. The church had to be patiently rebuilt, with new leaders; it was necessary 

to teach Tutsi and Hutu Adventists that they were brothers and sisters who could trust one 

another sufficiently to worship together. This process was helped by the shock that not only 

Adventists but also the whole country felt once the enormity of what had happened was 

realized. The hospital church building became a monument to the Adventists who were 

slaughtered there. The leaders of the Adventist Central Africa Division, which had sponsored 

the creation of the Adventist university in northern Rwanda, a recent major investment 

designed to serve French-speaking Africa, decided to abandon it because it had been the site of 

so much bloodshed and its location was still considered unsafe; a new campus was built some 

years later in Kigali, the capital. [Birikunzira 2010; Gourevitch 2008]]  

LGBTQ members. Although Adventist publications and sermons were almost totally silent 

about homosexuality before the emergence of the gay and lesbian movement in the USA in 
1969, if a church employee was found to be gay, often as a result of an arrest following a police 
raid on a place where homosexuals congregated, he was then usually dismissed immediately. 
For example, Vernon Hendershot, who was president of the Adventist Seminary when it was 
located at the General Conference complex in Washington, D.C., disappeared suddenly after 
being arrested during a police raid on a gay meeting place in 1952 [interview with a student at 
time; General Conference Committee Minutes, 1951–52]. When the movement attracted 
attention from the media, some Adventist evangelists and pastors added this to their list of 
signs that the end of the world was imminent. Thereafter the situation of gay and lesbian 
Adventists became increasingly painful. The message they received, that God rejected them 
unless they could change their orientation, served only to accentuate the negative image 
instilled in them by society. When, in the 1970s, church leaders funded a program that claimed 
it would help transform their desires, those who came for healing discovered that the program 
was in fact an opportunity for the recommended “healer” to sexually use and abuse them. The 
person concerned was a former pastor who had been defrocked when he was discovered to be 
engaging in same-sex sexual liaisons. However, some years later he persuaded church leaders 
that he had been “changed” when he published a series of articles in the Adventist periodical 
for youth, claiming that it was possible to overcome homosexual inclinations, and then he 
appeared before them, now married and a father, holding hands with his wife [Cook 1976]. 
They never checked into the effectiveness of his program until I did so as part of my research on 
Adventism, and discovered a disaster [Lawson 1998].   

      In the mid-1970s several gay Adventists in the USA independently placed advertisements in 
The Advocate, a gay and lesbian publication with a national circulation, in attempts to find 
partners who shared their faith and lifestyle. When many responses were received, an 
unexpected consequence was the formation in Southern California in 1976 of an Adventist 
LGBTQ mutual support organization, Seventh-day Adventist Kinship.  This became national in 
1979 and then, thanks to the coming of the internet, international. Kinship’s full name proved 
to be an important recruiting tool: when its members across America marched in gay pride 
parades with large banners bearing its name, Adventists who were watching the parade but 
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were not aware of Kinship’s existence streamed off the sidewalks, seeking information about 
Kinship. However, the General Conference resented use of the denominational name by 
homosexuals, especially in such parades, and invoked the fact that the church’s name had been 
trade-marked as an opportunity to sue Kinship (1987) in an endeavor to force it to cease using 
that name. When the suit failed because the judge was persuaded that the use of the 
denomination’s name was legitimate because the Kinship members were indeed Adventists, 
this served to increase the discomfort of the church with these members [Lawson, 2008]. 

       Meanwhile, when the General Conference Session in 1980 adopted a statement of 27 
Fundamental Beliefs, the statement on marriage and the family clearly endorsed heterosexual 
marriage. However, the Adventist Church did not issue a statement on homosexuality until 
1999, and this was firmly negative. This occurred as the media and courts were paying a great 
deal of attention to discrimination against LGBTQ members of society in many developed 
countries.  

In the USA, as the courts authorized important changes in laws that had previously 
constrained the rights of this segment of society, culminating in recognition of the right of 
same-sex couples to marry beginning in Massachusetts in 2004 and culminating with a decision 
by the US Supreme Court in 2013, the Adventist Church leaders responded with mixed 
messages. On the one hand, they recognized that their LGBTQ members had frequently 
suffered traumatically, to the point where some had committed suicide, many had been 
pressured to marry in futile endeavors to change their orientation, and many more had, in 
despair, cut ties to the church that had caused them so much pain: they therefore realized their 
need for more love from their church. On the other hand, the Church leaders remained 
determined to continue to reject same-sex relationships, even though the Adventist scholars 
who had weighed the biblical evidence had concluded that the Scriptures never address those 
with LGBTQ orientations.  That is, they insisted that the only acceptable homosexual was 
struggling to change and therefore single. A same-sex couple in a committed relationship was 
not acceptable. Church leaders did not seem to realize that in arriving at this position they were 
in fact preferring single homosexuals living promiscuous lives to committed couples. They failed 
to recognize that it was this kind of policy that had led to the death of many Adventists from 
HIV, for, just as it is often the “good girl” who gets pregnant because she avoids birth control, 
gay males struggling to change their orientation did not carry condoms, but then, because their 
orientation had in fact not changed, they often engaged in sex without precautions with a 
stranger, and contracted HIV [Lawson, 2008a]. 

Nevertheless, the main message of Adventism to its gay and lesbian members—a slogan 
that appears in some form in almost all official statements that bear on homosexuality, and is 
repeated again and again in publications and sermons—is that Adventists “love the sinner, but 
hate the sin.” This attitude, in fact, judges the faith and lives of the people whose sin is “hated,” 
and may best be translated as “we will truly love you only when and if you meet our stan-
dards.” It thus offers conditional rather than unconditional love.  

Meanwhile, a number of heterosexual Adventists who had gotten to know LGBTQ 
Adventists had become supporters, and some of these have played significant public roles. For 
example, in 1995, Carrol Grady, the wife of a pastor, published My Son, Beloved Stranger, under 



52 
 

a pseudonym. In this she told about her experience discovering she had a gay son. In 2005 she 
republished the book under her own name. Meanwhile, when many Adventist parents in 
similar situations approached her after reading her account, she formed a mutual support 
organization, “Someone to Talk to” (photo 102). Another example comes from California in 
2008. In June of that year a decision by the California Supreme Court allowed same-sex 
marriage, but this was challenged, with strong secret funding from the Mormon Church, in 
Proposition 8, a referendum held as part of the election of November 2008. Alan Reinach, the 
head of the Public Affairs and Religious Liberty department in the Pacific Union, urged 
Adventists to vote yes, in favor of stopping the marriages. However, a group of Adventists, led 
mainly by academics at Adventist colleges, strongly disagreed, and formed “Adventists against 
Proposition 8.” Their petition on the internet drew over 1,300 signatures, a larger number than 
signed a rival “vote yes” petition. Also in 2008, Stephen Eyer and Daneen Akers, filmmakers 
who are a married couple, saw gay and lesbian church members they had come to love and 
respect in their church in San Francisco endure a sudden strong attack there. This experience 
persuaded them to use their talents to make what became a series of films (photo 103). Their 
first film, Seventh-Gay Adventists (2013), which told the stories of three LGBTQ couples, has 
helped change the attitudes of many Adventists. Enough Room at the Table followed in 2015, 
and in 2017 they launched the Outspoken series of short biographies, which have included, in 
addition to films focusing on particular lesbian and gay Adventists, one focusing on a 
transgender woman and another on the parents of another transgender woman: the latter, a 
pastor and his wife, have chosen to be public about their experience and their decision to 
support their child. 

In recent years Adventist students at Adventist universities in the developed world have 
come to view the mistreatment of Adventist LGBTQ members as an important civil rights issue. 
They have come to regard the failure of the Church to respond lovingly to the predicament of 
its LGBTQ members with considerable disappointment. The inability of the Church to recognize 
that it is almost always impossible to change one’s sexual orientation and its insistence that its 
LGBTQ members live lives of lonely struggle has become another key reason for disillusionment 
among Adventist youth. In November 2017 Andrews University finally agreed that a student 
organization supporting LGBTQ students could become official, rather than have to remain 
closeted. 

Abuse of both wives and children. Meanwhile, studies of Adventists have raised 

awareness concerning the extent of abuse of both wives and children by church members, 

especially within immigrant families. Some teachings by the church must be seen as partly 

responsible for these data: Adventist parents in the Developing world are still taught to beat 

erring children, that “to spare the rod is to spoil the child.” Such punishments can be so severe 

that children fear being maimed. Similarly, the teaching of male headship, which is not an 

official doctrine but seems to have been strengthened during recent debates concerning the 

ordination of women, often has the effect of justifying the abuse of women who do not 

respond with sufficient respect to the “head of the family.” 
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In 1983, Charles Bradford, the president of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in North 
America, invented a new slogan, which was disseminated widely: Adventism styled itself as 
"The Caring Church." Some 20 years later, the newly re-elected President of the world church, 
Jan Paulsen, preaching on the final Sabbath of the General Conference Session in 2005, laid out 
his vision of a “welcoming church.” “Throughout his sermon, Paulsen frequently referred to the 
need to open the church's doors.” He “encouraged the widely diverse church to welcome 
everyone into the church, not keep them out because of their differences”:   

 

“God has set before us an open door, which is not our privilege to close and keep others 

out…  I have a word of caution to anyone who is looking for bad grapes in the church: 

only God can safely grade people. God loves all people globally… I want the Adventist 

family around the world to be known as a compassionate family” [Paulson, 2005]. 

However, these warm words were not applied to LGBTQ Adventists: when Carroll Grady, a 

pastor’s wife who had felt called to work with Adventist parents who had discovered that one 

of their children was gay or lesbian, sought an opportunity to meet with Paulson over how the 

sentiments he had expressed could be applied to LGBTQ Adventists, he refused to meet with 

her. Paulson’s successor, Ted Wilson, has proved even more openly rejecting of these 

Adventists.  

Living in anticipation of the end of the world. It was noted earlier that Adventists 

have been expecting the return of Christ for a long time. Their central task, as they see it, is to 

spread word that people need to get ready to welcome that event. Although some Adventist 

congregations try to help people in need, by, for example, feeding the homeless, and ADRA 

exists to engage in development projects and to help to respond to disasters that impact poor 

nations and communities, Adventists have focused mostly on preaching the imminence of 

Christ’s return. This has often had the effect of distracting them from what Jesus portrayed in 

Matthew 25 as the prime task of those waiting for his return: to feed the hungry, provide water 

to the thirsty, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, care for the sick, and visit the 

imprisoned [Matt. 25:32-46]. For example, many of those who became activists within early 

Adventism had been abolitionists, but thereafter, while they sympathized with the cause of 

freeing the slaves, they put their energies into spreading the Adventist message, for, after all, 

Christ’s coming would free the slaves and that was thought to be imminent. That is, if it had 

been left to Adventists, slavery would still exist in America! 

Undocumented immigrants in the USA. More recently, the Trump administration in 

the USA has begun a campaign to deport undocumented immigrants. There are large numbers 

of these within Adventist immigrant communities, and their fear of being apprehended while 

traveling to church has severely cut attendance at some Hispanic and Haitian churches. Some 

Catholic and Protestant churches have committed themselves to attempting to protect 

immigrants from deportation by participating in a “sanctuary movement”, even though many of 

the churches involved are parts of denominations with no immigrant congregations. In contrast, 
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among Adventists the Spanish Coordinators in the American unions, where there are hundreds 

of Spanish-speaking churches, have decided not to get involved in that movement because the 

Trump administration regards it as breaking the law, and Adventists put a lot of emphasis on 

observing laws. When I have mentioned the plight of Adventist immigrant families to some 

leading white Adventists, they have responded that they would feel strange helping people who 

broke the law in order to be in the USA. Because of the language gulf and separate 

congregations, it seems that few white American Adventists know any immigrant Adventists. 

Hispanic Adventists, afraid of being deported and thus being separated from their American-

born children, have told me that they do not think the English-speaking Adventists care about 

them.  But surely this comes under Jesus’ concern for caring for strangers?  

Adventists and the environmental crisis. According to the biblical book of Genesis, 

human beings were appointed the stewards of the natural environment. However, the activities 

of human beings have instead undermined its viability, until now the earth is facing a severe 

crisis, and scientists have called unequivocally for emergency action. Given their commitment 

to observe the Sabbath as a memorial of God’s creative activity, Adventists could be expected 

to be playing a major role in this endeavor. Is this so? While some Adventists have called on 

their church to play such a role, and there have been some articles concerning this published by 

Adventist periodicals, in general caring for the natural environment has not become a major 

concern of Adventists. Indeed, because they believe that the “end of the world” will be soon, 

some Adventists have advocated taking the opportunity to exploit the environment. 

The thrust of Adventist vegetarianism. When Adventists advocate a vegetarian diet, 

they offer a self-serving rationale for this: vegetarians live longer, more healthy lives. They 

almost never mention that the slaughter of animals for meat has been shown to often involve 

great cruelty to these creatures. Similarly, their advocacy rarely includes mention of the 

significant contribution that the production of animals for meat makes towards the production 

of greenhouse gasses, and the danger of these to the natural environment. 

Adventists and persecution. As the Adventist membership has become increasingly 

diverse, the main goal of some church presidents has appeared to be to tread softly in order to 

“hold back the winds of strife”, attempting to avoid a major conflict or schism within their ranks 

or confrontation with secular authorities during their terms. Although their publications and 

evangelists have long proclaimed that Adventists will become objects of persecution, especially 

in the USA, they have in fact almost completely avoided this, unlike both Mormons (during the 

nineteenth century) and Witnesses (in the twentieth century).  The Adventist practice of 

pursuing good relations with governments of all kinds has had the effect of neutering its 

prophetic voice. It has not spoken out courageously against social injustice, but has indeed 

perpetuated injustice within its own ranks and structure. Its eagerness to avoid conflict with 

authorities has rendered it silent when political decisions have harmed people, including its 

own members. While freely labelling ancient empires such as Babylon and Rome as “beasts”, it 

has been blind to the beast-like characteristics of regimes like Nazi Germany, South Africa 
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during Apartheid, and various military regimes that have provided it with advantages. 

Nevertheless, Ellen White in her The Great Controversy between Christ and Satan, sees the 

“Time of Trouble” for Adventists as occurring immediately before the second coming of Christ, 

so that some Adventists continue to focus on this expectation.  

The Adventist Church and its hospitals. Adventists founded their first “sanitarium” 

within a decade of formally organizing. Thereafter hospitals became their “entering wedge”, an 

evangelistic tool designed to help heal the sick and teach healthful living, for this helped them 

to demonstrate their belief that God is concerned about both the physical and spiritual 

dimensions of human beings. To this end, Adventists founded medical, dental, and nursing 

schools, which provided many of their mission personnel, for when Adventists set out to 

become active in new countries in the Developing world, it was usually initially with hospitals 

and clinics. Meanwhile, their hospitals in the USA and also some other countries made them 

major players there in the provision of health-care.  

However, in recent decades Adventist hospitals have changed dramatically. While the 

Adventist Church continues to operate many hospitals, few church members are now found 

among their staff, with the exception of the top administrators. At the same time, largely 

because of the impact of the controlling role of medical insurance and market competition, 

hospital programs have become much less distinctively Adventist: they no longer offer only a 

vegetarian diet to either patients or visitors; whereas previously only emergency surgery took 

place on the Sabbath, patients were not discharged then, and the number of employees 

scheduled to work then was kept to a minimum, Saturday has become much more an ordinary 

work day, with all facilities in full use; because hospital stays are now much shorter than they 

were, and in-patients are on the whole much sicker than previously, it has become much more 

difficult for hospital chaplains to have an impact on patients. The extent to which these 

hospitals are now “really Adventist” has consequently become a legitimate question. 

Adventists and the Iron Law of Oligarchy.  Robert Michels’ famous study seems 

especially pertinent to understanding the dynamics that have evolved within Adventism during 
its history [Michels 1962]. Completed early in the Twentieth Century, it found that in even the 
most democratic of organizations—Michels focused on the German Socialist Party as his case 
study—the leadership monopolizes power as the organization increases in size. This process 
involves a shift in priority from the pursuit of the long-enunciated goals of the organization to 
ensuring its survival, and thus also the positions of the leadership cadre. Meanwhile, the 
leaders continue to mouth the original goals.  

This process was accomplished more easily within Adventism, where the organization, 
while announcing that its system was “representative”, never developed strong democratic 
forms. As early as 1888, and continuing through the 1890s, Ellen White castigated General 
Conference presidents and officers for exercising what she called “kingly power.” One of the 
reasons she proposed the reorganization that was accomplished between 1901 and 1903, when 
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union conferences, a new structural level, were inserted between the General Conference and 
local conferences, was the need to create a counter-balance to that power.  

Initially the unions served that purpose well. However, in the 1980s the General 
Conference, during the presidency of Neal Wilson, began to change the Working Policy in order 
consolidate power in its hands once again by limiting the flexibility that unions could exercise. 
This was done in 1984 by creating a “model constitution” and requiring unions to adopt at least 
its key provisions, which were printed in bold type. This policy was tightened considerably in 
1995, during the Folkenberg presidency, when a provision allowing for the General Conference 
to take over a non-compliant union and impose new leaders charged with ending “rebellion” 
was enacted.  

This policy has stood as a threat to union flexibility since 1995, but has not been used. 
Although Jan Paulson, President of the General Conference from 1999 until 2010, personally 
supported the ordination of women, he made no attempt to implement it. This was because he 
was acutely aware of the diversity of cultures and opinions within the global church, and 
therefore of the danger of fallout. He chose to tread softly, hoping to avoid a major conflict or 
schism during his presidency. 

In contrast, Ted Wilson, the current president, seems willing to risk causing bitter 

internal conflicts in order to pursue his conservative goals, which include purifying the church 

membership by getting rid of those who disagree with him (photo 104). The willingness of his 

administration to at least threaten to use the “nuclear option” to force unions in the developed 

world to stop ordaining women pastors, in spite of high levels of support for it among their 

members, and its decision to oblige religion teachers to sign statements of compliance with a 

long and confused list of beliefs in order to retain their jobs are excellent evidence that power 

has been consolidated in the hands of the General Conference leadership, as Michels would 

have predicted. 
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TABLE I 
Adventist World Membership Growth, 1863-2016                 
 
 YEAR        MEMBERSHIP     DECADAL GROWTH 
1863      3,500 
1870        5,440 
1880       15,570                     186.2% 
1890    29,711                       90.8 
1900    75,767          155.0   
1910  104,526            38.0 
1920  185,450            77.4 
1930  314,253            69.5 
1940  504,752            60.6 
1950  756,812            49.9 
1955           1,006,218  
1960           1,245,125                       64.5  
1970           2,051,864            64.8 
1980           3,480,518            69.6 
1983           4,140,206 
1990              6,694,880            92.4 
1994           8,382,558  
2000         11,687,229            74.6 
2010         16,923,239            44.8 
2016         20,008,779                     (18.2) 
___________________________________________ 
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TABLE II 
The Distribution of Adventist World  
Membership, 1960 and 2016 
 
REGION                           1960                    2016 
Sub-Saharan Africa  18.4%      39.9% 

Latin America   13.4      24.0 

Caribbean     3.8        7.1 

E, SE, S Asia                    13.4        18.6 

Pacific Islands     2.4                        2.1 

North America   26.6        6.2 

Europe, USSR, ANZ  18.0        2.3 
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TABLE III 

The Growth of Adventist Schools and Colleges, 1880-2015 

YEAR   TERTIARY   BIBLE COLLEGES   SECONDARY    PRIMARY      TOTAL 

1880         0                      1                            1                     2                    4 

1900         0                      8                          18                 220               246 

1920            0                     19                         40                 966             1,025 

1940          35*        ?         90  2,752          2,877 

1960          51*                    ?        309  4,463            4,823 

1980       76*        ?       806      4,127            5,009 

2000          94       35    1,126              4,809          6,064 

2015     114                     53    2,336              5,705             8,208 

* In these years the Annual Statistical Report did not distinguish between  

accredited colleges and unaccredited Bible Colleges whose purpose was  

limited to preparing church employees.  

______________________________________________________________ 
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