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A Family Affair

Nothing more poignantly illus-
trates the conflict between the
historian and the believer than the
trouble it can cause within families.
When Ronald L. Numbers, recently
hired as a historian at the University
of Wisconsin, neared the comple-
tion of his manuscript on the Sev-
enth-day Adventist prophet Ellen G.
White, his father, Raymond W. Num-
bers, the pastor of an Adventist
church in Las Vegas, was approach-
ing the end of his ministerial career.
Pastor Numbers prayed that his son
would not publish the book. After
Prophetess of Health nevertheless
appeared in print in mid-1976, a
broken father, unable to write his
son directly, wrote to his daughter,
Carolyn. Recalling the many times
their mother and he had prayed
over their children’s cribs to dedi-
cate them “to the giving of the Last
Message of Mercy to the World,” he
added, “Satan has no right to steal
you or Ronnie away from what you
were born for.” He concluded the
letter by claiming a promise in Ellen
White's Child Guidance: “The seed
sown with tears and prayers may

have seemed to be sownin vain, but
their harvest is reaped with joy at
last. Their children have been re-
deemed.”!

The publication of his son’s book
had been a shattering experience
for Ray Numbers as a father; and,
curiously enough, it was just as
devastating for Pastor Numbers as a
son. More than forty years before,
when Ray had been a ministerial
major at the Adventist college near
Washington, D.C., his own father,
Emest R. Numbers, himself a minis-
ter, had abandoned his family and
faith in Ellen White after being pub-
licly exposed in a brief lapse into
adultery. The fact that Ray’s father
had held a middle-level administra-
tive post in the church’s General
Conference ensured far-slung knowl-
edge of the scandal. For the sensi-
tive young theology student, this
shameful experience had been at
once damaging and formative. He
devoted his life and career to re-
deeming the sullied family name.
But after forty years of blameless toil
in the Lord’s vineyard, his restora-
tion had been undone. Ironically,
the son of the apostate was now also
the father of an apostate. Having
spent a lifetime restoring his name,
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there was too little time to do so
again. Earlier than planned the dis-
heartened pastor retired.?

When Propbetess of Health was
first published, Adventist academics
thought it chic to provide psycho-
logical explanations for Ron Num-
bers’s slant. They spoke of unre-
solved conflicts with his inflexibly
fundamentalist father or hostility to
his father’s version of the church.
This tack played well among the
cultivated Adventists in educational
and medical centers. No thought
was given, however, to the way
such pop psychology could easily
have been turned on the apologists
themselves. Nor did the defense
suggest that psychology or psycho-
history might serve as a suitable tool
for understanding the Adventist
prophet as well as her detractors.
Psychohistory only served to ac-
count for prophets of other tradi-
tions—Joseph Smith or Mary Baker
Eddy—not Ellen White.3

Numbers’s mater-
nalgrandfatber, W.
H. Branson, had
been the church’s
General Confer-
ence president, and
the author of a clas-
sic apologetic. For
Numbers, a favorite
son of the church,
to have gone sour,
then, was taken as
something akin to
a betrayal of the
Jfamily.
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S uch apologetics understandably
piqued Numbers as a historian,
who wanted his work analyzed not
his life psychoanalyzed. Butarebut-
tal to Ron Numbers that cast reflec-
tions not only on the rebellious
preacher’s son but, to no small de-
gree, on the preacher-father deeply
disturbed Ray Numbers, too. He
spoke plaintively to his son about it.
(They had generally neverhad prob-
lems speaking to each other, even
when speaking on opposite sides of
a question.) While Pastor Numbers
wondered if he had, unwittingly,
prompted his son’s book, his con-
cermn went deeper, to the way he
might have affected his son’s soul.
The father wanted to know, can-
didly, if he had been a rigid and
unreasonable authority figure at
whom his son now hurled his book.
Ron assured his father that he had
been a wonderful, caring parent,
more flexible than many of his con-
temporaries and, while his son had
grown up to disagree with him on
many points of faith, he had always
respected him. Thus, whatever the
strains that had been placed on
father and son as believer and histo-
rian, the openness and affection
between them, through itall, seemed
to belie the psychological reduc-
tionism of their critics.4

he effort to explain away Proph-

etess of Health by way of the
psychological problems of its au-
thor was neither more dignified nor
less dubious than the mere ad
bominem attack. In fact, the in-
tensely personal nature of responses
to Numbers’s book within the Ad-
ventist church smacked of a family
quarrel. As something of an ex-
tended family, Adventists usually
prove more generous to non-family
members than errant relatives. When
Numbers, at thirty, began his re-
search on the Adventist prophet at
the Ellen G. White Estate, Arthur L.
White, grandson of the prophet and
head of the archives, welcomed him

notonly as a respected young scholar
from the Loma Linda University
School of Medicine but as good
Adventist stock. Numbers’s mater-
nal grandfather, W. H. Branson, had
been the church’s General Confer-
ence president and the author of a
classic apologetic answer to the
charges of the church’s most notori-
ous apostate, Dudley M. Canright.5
For this favorite son of the church to
have gone sour, then, was taken as
something akin to a betrayal of the
family.

wo of Numbers’s uncles, hus-
bands of his father’s sisters, did
what they could to rein in their
nephew. Roger Wilcox, who served
as General Field Secretary of the
General Conference, proved less
avuncular than officious in relation
to Ron. Named as chair of a com-
mittee at G.C. headquarters to deal
with the book, Wilcox planned
strategy for minimizing its damage.
Another uncle, Glenn Coon, an
evangelist who headed the ABC
Prayer Crusade (“Ask, Believe,
Claim”), implored Ronnie not even
to publish his manuscript and of-
fered to repay him whatever
expenses he had incurred in the
writing of it, “whether it was a
thousand or ten thousand dollars.”
Admitting he was not able to afford
such an offer, he promised to pray
fora miracle and then pay in install-
ments. As an alternative to his
nephew’s manuscript, he suggested
that the two of them co-author a
more positive book on Ellen White.
Though Coon remained Numbers’s
favorite uncle, his effort to abort
publication of the book obviously
failed. But the ABC’s-of-prayer cru-
sader consoled himself with the
thought that his prayer had not
failed. For, as Uncle Glenn later
pointed out, he could find no Bible
promise which said, “Ron will not
write a book against[Sister] White.”6
Neither of these relatives was the
least bit persuasive with Numbers.
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However, his cousin, Roy Bran-
son, an ethicist at the S.D.A. Theo-
logical Seminary, had exerted an
earlier influence on him when the
two taught together at Andrews
University in 1969-70. In that year,
Branson co-wrote with Herold
Weiss, a New Testament scholar, a
brief, provocative essay on “Ellen
White: A Subject for AdventistSchol-
arship.” Published in Spectrum, a
new, independent journal largely
for Adventist academics and pro-
fessionals, for which Branson and
Numbers had been among the
founding fathers, the essay called
for Adventists “to discover the na-
ture of Mrs. White’s relationship to
other authors,” “to recover the so-
cial and intellectual milieu in which
she lived and wrote,” and “to give
close attention to the development
of Ellen White’s writings within her
own lifetime, and also to the devel-
opment of the church.” Two years
later, at Loma Linda University,
Numbers began his study of Ellen
White as a health reformer for
which the Branson-Weiss essay, in
general terms, could have served
as a prospectus.’

Skeletons in the
Closet

In this retrospective on Prophet-
ess of Health,  hope to assess the
impact of the book on Seventh-day
Adventists, without overlooking its
reception beyond the circle of
Adventism. In a2 sense, this intro-
duction echoes the book’s two
underlying themes: milieu and
change. First, in regard to cultural
and intellectual milieu, Numbers,
like the subject of his study, did not
write in vacuo. His work may be
the single most important ex-
ample—but by no means the ex-
tent—of a historiographical com-
ing of age within Adventism since
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1970. While the focus here is on
Numbers, it is revealing to view the
way in which his work fits into the
larger landscape of contemporary
Adventism. Second, just as the
prophet and her church under-
went changes in the nineteenth
century, perceptions of the prophet
and the church’s self-understand-
ing have undergone profound de-
velopment over the past two dec-
ades, at least among educated
Adventists. How did Numbers con-
tribute to these changes and what
was the nature of these changes?

Until Numbers’s book on Ellen
White, the Adventist prophet was
among the better-kept secrets in
American religious history. Sev-
enth-day Adventists themselves
seemed to hide their founding
mother from the public. In his
mapping of American religion,
Martin E. Marty writes that ethnicity
is the “framework or skeleton of
religion in America; around 1960,
that skeleton was taken out of the
closet.” For Adventists, who are at
once areligion and a kind of ethnic
group, Ellen White has served as a
“skeleton” in the two ways Marty
suggests: First, she has been the
framework for the movement, hold-
ing life and limb together in every
area of the church’s thinking and
behavior. All of Adventism stands
in her debt for its understanding of
the Sabbath, the Second Coming of
Christ, justification and sanctifica-
tion, health reform and medicine,
child nurture and education. But,
second, she has been a “skeleton
in the closet” in that Adventists
have hidden her from the non-
Adventist public, as if to talk too
openly about their “mother” be-
trays an unnatural dependence on
her. Likewise, over the years, the
church’s ministers and teachers
have concealed facts about her
career from an Adventist public, as
if the children were not mature
enough to see their spiritual mother
as an imperfect human being.8

ike other religious minorities,

Adventists can be quite sensi-
tive about their public image. In
their recent historical and socio-
logical study of the church, Malcolm
Bull and Keith Lockhart concluded
that there have been, historically,
two public perceptions of Advent-
ists: as apocalyptic fanatics and as
philanthropic physicians, symbol-
ized respectively by William Miller
at the entrance to the movement
and John Harvey Kellogg at its exit.
Hidden from view is the complex,
internal existence of the church out
of which most Adventists live. Ellen
White characterizes this Advent-
ism.9 If she had been faceless to the
public, within the movement she—
not Miller or Kellogg—serves as
the mirror in which Adventism sees
its own face. Millerism represents
something of an embarrassment,
the debacle from which a now
superior Seventh-day Adventism
once extricated itself. And because

Within Adventism,
Ellen White—mnot
Miller or Kellogg—
serves as the mirror
inwhich Adventism
sees its own face.
With a self-image
that combines both
Jeelings of superior-
ity and inferiority,
Adventists display
both pride and in-
security regarding
public images of
their prophet.
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Kellogg left Adventism after grow-
ing too big for it, he imposes on the
church a sense of inferiority. With
a self-image that combines both
feelings of superiority and inferior-
ity, Adventists display both pride
and insecurity regarding public
images of their prophet. In gen-
eral, they prefer no association of
-Ellen White with the apocalyptic
fanaticism of her origins. They em-
phasize, instead, the universality
of her health writings and medical
institutions.

ForAdventists, Numbers had cho-
sen the right topic—health—in
introducing their prophet to the
public, but this made it all the more
disappointing when he identified
her with marginal aspects of health
reform. Adventists had known all
along of skeletons in the closet
with respect to their millenarian
beginnings, but they had not sus-
pected that similar skeletons could
be found in their origins as health
reformers. Numbers had hauled
them out. This unnerved church
members who were not used to
seeing their prophet through other
people’s eyes. They complained
that where her writings appeared
bizarre, White had been quoted
“out of context.” This was both
untrue and true. It was not true that
the documents had been generally
misread or misinterpreted. It was
true, however, for perhaps the first
time, that White’s statements were
being handled by secular hands.
That is, as a result of Numbers’s
work, White’s life and writings were
being viewed in their context, but
from the perspective of another
context. Adventists were most
unsettled to find her in Timemaga-
zine. Indeed, they seemed as dis-
turbed by Time’s coverage of Proph-
etess of Health as they were by the
book itself. For in its review-story,
the national weekly had portrayed
White to its huge readership as a
visionary who, as Numbers had
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shown, linked masturbation to “im-
becility, dwarfed forms, crippled
limbs, misshapen heads, and de-
formity of every description.”10

C onfronted by what they took
to be bad press on Ellen White,
some Adventists could still remain
blasé. After all, the prophet had
prophesied of future attempts to
nullify her writings, which trans-
formed every criticism of her into
another prophetic fulfillment.11 Her
predictions of the future actually
reflected her contemporary expe-
rience. For she had faced severe
threats to her authority throughout
her lifetime. The first serious chal-
lenge occurred in the 1840s and
1850s, when she and her husband,
James White, co-founded Seventh-
day Adventism; the next one came
around the turmn of the century,
when the widowed matriarch
sought to re-found the church in
her own image.

In the early period, Adventists
focused on the nature and authen-
ticity of her visions as well as the
relationships of her visions to the
authority of the Scriptures. Her
visions served as a kind of urim
and thummin that endorsed vari-
ous biblical interpretations of the
pioneers. In Adventist orthodoxy,
White assumed a modest, confir-
matory role relative to the Bible,
much as she subordinated herself
in her marriage to her dominant
husband James. The 1860s and
1870s, however, saw the visionary’s
influence increase as her husband’s
power decreased. By the time of
herhusband’s death in 1881, White
enjoyed a more expansive role in
the church. Her relationship to her
devoted son Willie, who came to
oversee her affairs, formed the
paradigm of her matriarchal lead-
ership at the turn of the century,
much as her marriage had done for
early Adventism. No longer the
subservient wife, she now imperi-
ously mothered a new generation

of Adventist leaders and their fol-
lowers. Her dramatic public vi-
sions had ended, but her no less
dramatic literary output had re-
placed it. And where her authority
had once been secured by merely
confirming the biblical interpreta-
tions of various brethren, she now
claimed divine authority for her
statements on the basis of their
originality. Thus, her writings shifted
for Adventists from merely com-
mentary on the Scriptures to some-
thing of a new Scriptures.12

Assaults on White’s authority
have been aimed at either the
prophet as visionary or as writer.
To charge that Seventh-day Advent-
ists, despite their claims, have re-
lied on White’s visions or writings
asmore authoritative than the Scrip-
tures implicates both the early and
later prophet. To account for her
visions in psychopathological terms,
as hypnotism or hysteria for ex-
ample, grapples with the trance
phenomena of her early life. To
debunk her as a plagiarist goes to
the heart of her literary identity.
Canright, an Adventist evangelist
who had been a close friend of the
prophet before his defection, pro-
duced the most comprehensive and
sophisticated polemic against her,
as he took on both the visionary
and the writer. His book was, how-
ever, no more than the polemic of
a disillusioned ex-believer, which
limited its credibility and its pub-
lic.13

Holy War at the
White Estate

dventist leaders initially dis-

missed Numbers as another
Canright. In establishing and pro-
tecting its borders, the church has
always found in the defector a
familiar, easy, and probably neces-
sary target. In the church’s mind,
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Ellen White could be viewed only
in the extreme, as either prophet or
fraud, divinely inspired or satani-
cally controlled; little middle ground
existed between hagiography and
heresy. But in seeking “neither to
defend nor to damn but simply to
understand” Ellen White, Numbers
confronted the church with some-
thing new, and ultimately more
challenging than the polemic. He
also ensured a larger reading pub-
lic for his efforts. Numbers, after
all, was the product not only of a
complete Adventist parochial edu-
cation but of the graduate degrees
beyond Adventism that the church
encouraged for its brightest youth
before they returmed, ideally, to
teach in the Adventist system. He
represented, then, not a failure of
Adventism’s religious and educa-
tional vision but a noteworthy suc-
cess. With a freshly minted Ph.D.
in the history of science from the
University of California, Berkeley,
and teaching appointments at the
two Adventist universities—first
Andrews, then Loma Linda—Num-
bers had finished revisions of his
dissertation on Laplace’s nebular
hypothesis before turning to an
Adventist topic. This was hardly
the pinched or unschooled profile
ofthe typical polemicist, concerned
less with exploring a subject than
exposing it. This is not to say that
Numbers came to his study of Ellen
White devoid of animus. Few intel-
lectual Adventists can reflect hon-
estly on their religious background
without some element of anger. To
those within the church or outside
it, however, Numbers seemed su-
perbly suited, by both religious
background and professional train-
ing, to produce as fair a study as
any of the health-minded Advent-
ist prophet.14

His resultant monograph had
an astonishing impact on Seventh-
day Adventists. One Adventist reli-
gion scholar commented that
Prophetess of Health “constitutes
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the most serious criticism of the
prophetic powers of E. G. White
ever to appear in print.” For the
sheer explosiveness of its historio-
graphical challenge, Numbers did
for White what Fawn Brodie had
done for Joseph Smith.15 Indeed,
nothing like it had happened
among Adventists before, and prob-
ably nothing like it can happen
again. The explanation for this re-
sides largely in the fact that in his
book Numbers addressed an Ad-
ventist agenda. To be sure, in mak-
ing his case as a first-rate historian,
he avoided both apologetic and
exposé. But in his study he did not
transcend the prophet-fraud frame-
work.

hat preoccupied Numbers

were Adventism’s historical
and scientific claims for the “proph-
etess of health” and how those
claims held up under the scrutiny
of a historian of science. At the
same time, he laid aside the ques-
tion of supernatural claims regard-
ing her, as a matter for faith not
historical explanation. As a throw-
back to a nineteenth-century
Baconianism in which nature and
the Bible complemented rather than
contradicted one another, Seventh-
day Adventists had found in White’s
health teachings a “scientific” basis
for belief in her divine inspiration.
Two somewhat contrary models
had served the church here. On the
one hand, most Adventists saw
White’s health writings as singu-
larly original and well in advance
of modern scientific medicine; only
lately had medical research been
able to confirm what Adventists
had known all along from inspira-
tion. On the other hand, even
those few educated Adventists who
acknowledged that their prophet
had been an eclectic indebted for
her health views to her context
found the “proof” of her inspira-
tion compelling: with much falla-
cious health science available to

her, she had always taken the cor-
rect position.16

Numbers demolished both these
models of explanation. More than
that, in undermining White’s own
claims of intellectual independence
as a health reformer, he called into
question her integrity. Though he
had largely concentrated his study
on the scope of White’s health
teachings, Numbers could not have
raised more far-reaching questions
in regard to the prophet’s life and
charismatic leadership. Shedding
light on her entrée into the health
reform in the late 1860s, he illumi-
nated the critical transition for the
prophet from young visionary to
middle-aged writer, marked by a
shift from confirmatory to initiatory
inspiration. Her claims to original-
ity were sabotaged, of course, where
Numbers pointed up cases of her
literary borrowing. He stopped short

While moving Ellen
White from Advent-
st icon to an ac-
cessible bistorical
figure of more uni-
versal significance,
Numbers had so
played the icono-
clast, one non-
Adventist reviewer
critiqued him for
“failing to convey
adequatelythecha-
risma that Ellen
White must have
possessed.”
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of tagging her a plagiarist, how-
ever, because he felt that plagia-
rism implied the conscious intent
to deceive.t?

In his book, Numbers’s achieve-
ment was clear. He had probed a
period of White’s career in which
myths had been born, and he had
debunked them. This was at once
a strength and a limitation of the
study. In favor of the approach was
that it offered a long-overdue coun-
terbalance to Adventist hagi-
ography. Numbers had moved Ellen
White from an icon within the
Adventist household of faith to an
accessible historical figure of more
universal significance. In order to
accomplish this, he had played the
iconoclast. He can be faulted for
the fact that to topple a venerated
image, however necessary, seems
by itself unsatisfying and incom-
plete. One non-Adventist reviewer
critiqued him, for example, for
“failing to convey adequately the
charisma that Ellen White must

Not surprisingly,
Numbers’s book oc-
casioned a full-
blown historical
debate within Ad-
ventism. But before
discussion of the
book had reached
anything closetothe
refinement of a de-
bate . . . it provoked
something akin to
a hagiographical
“holy war.”
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have possessed to permither. . . to
overcome considerable opposition
to her health ideas and fasten them
as articles of faith upon her ex-
panding body of disciples.”18

ot surprisingly, Numbers’s
book occasioned a full-blown
historical debate within Advent-
ism. But before discussion of the
book had reached anything close
to the refinement of a debate, in
fact while the “book” was still a
manuscript, it provoked something
akin toa hagiographical “holy war.”
Arthur White, as the chief guardian
of his grandmother’s papers, en-
sured that the conflict over Num-
bers’s study would elicit this san-
guinary reaction. After all, White
had devoted his life to protecting
the persona of the prophet, and at
sixty-five, was writing the official
biography ofhis grandmother. Like
his father before him, he had oper-
ated the White Estate as a closed
archives. Then in the mid-1960s,
he allowed limited access to pri-
mary materials, but with formal
trustee approval required for the
quotation of any heretofore
unreleased documents. Ostensibly,
this policy was designed to protect
the privacy of individuals to whom
Ellen White had written personal
and pointed “testimonies.” In fact,
however, the White Estate seemed
most concerned about protecting
the image of the prophet herself.1®
Just two years before Numbers
arrived at the White Estate for his
research, Arthur White had been
“burned” by an Adventist English
professor, William Peterson, whose
textual and historical study of an
Ellen White chapter on the French
Revolution marked the first instance
of a modern critical study of the
prophet’s writings. In a brief schol-
arly article, Peterson found White
to be a poor historian in that her
use of historical materials betrayed
bias and inaccuracy. But the acri-
monious debate that followed im-

plied that Peterson’s findings had
been for Adventists less a study
than a desecration.20

When Numbers submitted his
request for document releases,
Arthur White became alarmed that
the Peterson problem could repeat
itself, or worse. Speaking for the
White Estate board, he refused five
requests of Numbers’s on the fol-
lowing sensitive subjects: the
phrenological exam of Edson and
Willie White, Ellen White’s two
sons; John Harvey Kellogg’s refer-
ence to James White as a “mono-
maniac in money matters”; James’s
mental health; Ellen White’s insis-
tence on an anti-meat pledge for
the church as a whole; and the
prophet’s account of dining on
wild duck. In a low point in rela-
tions between Arthur White and
Numbers, the archivist also denied
knowledge of a sensitive docu-
ment that had beenrecently brought
to his attention. By this time, White
had become deeply agitated by
“the Ronald Numbers matter.” Be-
fore cooperating any further with
the historian on his research ef-
forts, then, White flew from Wash-
ington to Loma Linda and spent an
entire afternoon grilling Numbers
on his faith in Ellen White. At one
point he drew from his briefcase
the small booklet Appeal to Moth-
ers, in which the prophet described
her revelations on masturbation.
White asked, “Brother Numbers,
do you believe this?” Still depen-
dent on the White Estate for
materials, Numbers replied, diplo-
matically, that “this would be one
of the most difficult documents to
substantiate today.”2!

Uneasy about Numbers’s work,
White had assigned Ronald Graybill,
a White Estate researcher in his late
twenties, to aid Numbers with de-
sired revisions. He had hoped a
young historian, about to enroll as
a part-time graduate student in
American history at Johns Hopkins
University, could represent the
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Estate’s interests to Numbers even
better than he. Graybill had earned
the respect not only of churchmen,
such as White, but of lay and aca-
demic audiences within the church
for his popular historical writing
and speaking on Ellen White. In
this position, Graybill seemed to
do no wrong. In response to Peter-
son’s article, for example, he
dredged up the fact that Ellen
White’s use of historians had in-
volved reliance on only a single
Adventist writer who had antholo-
gized a number of historical quota-
tions. The fact that this exposed
White to be an even worse histo-
rian than Peterson had supposed
was lost on Graybill’s audience; it
was more important that he had
undercut Peterson’s research. A
meticulous young scholarhad used
historical method to serve Ellen
White rather than debunk her. As a
result, within Adventism’s intellec-
tual community at least, he increas-
ingly set the timetable for the
church’s new historical awakening
to its prophet-founder.22

G raybill naturally resented any
suggestion that he was the
Estate’s apologist-for-hire. Indeed,
his major professor, Timothy L.
Smith, cautioned him against be-
coming a “kept historian.” For his
part Numbers believed that when it
came to the study of Ellen White,
one could not indefinitely serve
two masters. Not even Graybill’s
considerable finesse could satisfy
the unyielding and, basically, con-
tradictory demands of both histori-
cal scholarship and church diplo-
macy. Trying his own hand at
prophecy, Numbers wrote Graybill:
“You may be the White Estate’s
fair-haired boy today, but I'd be
willing to bet you won’t be tomor-
row.” Numbers himself had not
scorned all accommodation to an
Adventist audience. With his friend
Vern Carner, he had founded and
edited Adventist Heritage: A Maga-
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zine of Adventist History, popu-
larly written and illustrated to re-
cast new historical scholarship on
the church in terms palatable to
Adventists. In hopes of providing
still another publishing outlet for
Adventist historians, he had also
launched a projected multi-volume
series of “Studies in Adventist His-
tory.” Moreover, he had turned to
his study of the Adventist prophet’s
health views in order to make his
lectures more appealing to Loma
Linda medical students. But his
deepest reason for the research
was less pragmatic. For him, “the
ultimate cause prompting me to
write what I did was, I think, to
discover the truth.”23

n 1973-74 Numbers took a fel-

lowship year at Johns Hopkins,
during which he revised his White
manuscript while beginning a new
book. Before coming east, he sent
Graybill a preliminary draft of
Prophetess of Health. This first ex-
posure to Numbers’s work shocked
Graybill. He fretted to the author
about “the tone of the material, the
selection and emphasis and the
kinds of sources you accepted,”
and he foresaw in Adventism “a
crisis of the first magnitude” over
the book. Though differing in their
approach to Ellen White, when
Numbers arrived for his fellowship
year the two developed a rapport
based on their common interest in
the prophet. Numbers invited
Graybill to share his apartment in
Baltimore the one night a week he
stayed over. In proximity to Num-
bers, and a world away from the
White Estate, Graybill felt the pull
of single-minded historical inquiry.
At times he daydreamed aloud of
how, after Arthur White’s depar-
ture, he could write his own critical
biography of Ellen White. For now,
however, Graybill allowed himself
no more than a vicarious involve-
ment in Propbetess of Health. But
he enhanced the book’s argument

by feeding Numbers provocative
historical materials that the White
Estate had uncovered in readying
its reply to the author. This hap-
pened so often that Numbers, in
the midst of the Watergate era,
referred to Graybill’s role at the
White Estate as that of a “Deep
Throat.”24

y the time the book was pub-

lished in mid-1976, however,
Graybill had assumed the role of
arch-apologist on whom many in
the church relied for the definitive
answer to Numbers. In fact, one
distinguished Adventist historian,
even before a rebuttal had been
prepared, expected that “Ron
Graybill’s indefatigable scholarship
will come close to plugging the
‘leaks™ in White’s authority caused
by Propbetess of Health. Meanwhile
Numbers, now the “apostate,” had
been cast into the “outer darkness”
of the University of Wisconsin, with

Owing to the pro-

Jound disparity be-

tween Graybill and
Numbers in the
mind of the Advent-
ist public, one de-
nominational edi-
tor quipped, “Two
Rons don’t make a
White.” In reality,
their relationship
personified the in-
terdependency of
orthodoxy and ber-
esy.
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most no access to Adventists. Ow-
ing to the profound disparity be-
tween Graybill and Numbers in the
mind of the Adventist public, one
denominational editor quipped,
“Two Rons don’t make a White.” In
reality, however, their relationship
had always involved a deep level
of reciprocity, personifying the in-
terdependence of orthodoxy and
heresy.25

Throughout the polishing of his
manuscript, Numbers benefited
enormously from Graybill’s intense
scrutiny of the work. For an Ad-
ventist historian writing on Ellen
White the Seventh-day Adventist
millennial metaphor of an “invest-
gative judgment” proves applicable.
In an image suggested to them by
the biblical notion of the sanctu-
ary, Adventists believe that all of
heaven, at the “end of time,” sits in
judgment on earthlings below by
recording every good deed and
misdeed. In analogy to this, Num-
bers sensed the eyes of an invisible
spiritual community on him as he
wrote his book. Atthe White Estate
this metaphor took on flesh and
blood; Graybill acted as a record-

Adventists believe
that all of beaven,
atthe “end of time,”
Sits in judgment on
earthlings below.
Numbers sensed the
eyes of an invisible
spiritual commu-
nity on bhim. The
White Estate gave
the metaphor flesh
and blood.
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ing angel. Because factual errors in
Propbetess of Health were there-
fore significantly reduced, Graybill
had been an advantage to Num-
bers; but the controversial histo-
rian had, in tum, helped Graybill.
In taking a heretical position, Num-
bers had moved “left” of Graybill,
and therefore created more space
for him—between Numbers and
Arthur White—in which to estab-
lish 2 new, more moderate stance.
But this only worked as a symbi-
otic relationship so long as the two
organisms, so to speak, both re-
mained alive and mutually sup-
portive of each other. Should Num-
bers become dead to the Adventist
community, more moderate posi-
tions would then be the furthest
left, and therefore vulnerable. In a
return letter to the same historian
who had looked for him to plug
leaks, Graybill warned thatif Num-
bers were not credited with having
made “some genuine points, people
will never see any need to adjust
their concept of inspiration ac-
cordingly.” He added, “We can’t
offer people solutions to problems
that they don’t have.”26

rom Numbers’s point of view,

however, Graybill had often
been duplicitous by exacerbating
relations between the historian of
science and the White Estate and,
in turn, the church, in order to
appear all the more indispensable
in a redemptive, mediating role.
Numbers came to believe that
Graybill had sacrificed him to fur-
ther his own interests. Historical
points that Graybill seemed to have
found persuasive in private con-
versations, he later faulted before
an Adventist public. Numbers knew
the White Estate researcher was
internally conflicted over many of
the historical issues raised by Proph-
etess of Health. He felt betrayed
when Graybill projected the con-
flict onto an Adventist stage as a
morality play in which Numbers

wore the black hat and he donned
a white one.2?

Ironically, Graybill, the histo-
rian of religion, often saw his role
in more pragmatic, less moral terms
than did Numbers, the historian of
science. He saw himself, if notas a
hired gun, at least as the attorney
representing a client. He might not
have been fully convinced of the
validity of all the White Estate po-
sitions, but he was willing to offer
to them the best defense available.
He was not just a defense attorney,
however. He also had a pastoral
concern for church members,
whom he was trying to lead to a
better understanding of their heri-
tage without, at the same time,
threatening their faith. It was not
until several years later, when work
on his dissertation forced him to
synthesize what he knew about
Ellen White into a coherent whole,
that he discovered how impossible
it was to deal with her life objec-
tively without being accused of
adopting a negative tone 28

From Morality Play
To Farce

f the strife at the White Estate

over Numbers’s book took on
aspects of a morality play, at Loma
Linda University, where the author
held academic appointment from
1970 to 1974, it seemed more like
a farce. During his year’s leave of
absence at Johns Hopkins, Num-
bers circulated the first draft of his
manuscript, in confidence, among
five colleagues. But somehow the
document reached a duplicating
machine, and soon purloined cop-
ies, at five dollars apiece, were
making the rounds. In this stage
Numbers’s manuscript resonated
more irreverence than the later
finished product, and it still may be
the case that Adventist perceptions
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of the historian’s work have been
shaped more by the first draft than
the published version. The pre-
publication fallout led, by 1974, to
the loss of Numbers’s job at Loma
Linda. It is still not clear, however,
whether he resigned or was fired.
In fact, both occurred about the
same time. In an informal, but
crucial spring meeting between
the university president and the
board chairman, Neal Wilson, it
had been determined that the young
medical historian would not be
allowed to return to campus after
his fellowship year in Baltimore. In
the same period, too, board mem-
bers of the Loma Linda University
Church discussed whether he ought
not be disfellowshipped. On the
east coast, Numbers leamed that
he had become a political liability
to David Hinshaw, the dean of the
medical school who had hired him,
and out of a sense of personal
loyalty to him offered to resign if
his salary could be continued
through the following year. Not
until later did he hear from Wilson
that he had been “fired.”?
Incredibly, however, the issue
of academic freedom relative to his
case never surfaced at Loma Linda.
No faculty member or administra-
tor in the university, or elsewhere
in Adventist education for that
matter, publicly protested Num-
bers’s termination. Instead, the uni-
versity community became en-
grossed in clearing the names of
faculty members accused of aiding
and abetting the historian in his
research and writing. Months after
Numbers had left the campus, a
conspiracy theory, which linked
various university personnel to the
book, took hold in the highest
echelons of church leadership.
Rumors circulated that a local pas-
tor had filched financial records on
Numbers and others at Loma Linda
and delivered them at a local motel
room to the church’s General Con-
ference president, Robert Pierson,
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and Wilson. The pastor and a col-
league sought to establish a con-
spiracy between Numbers and Dean
Hinshaw, Carner, who taught relig-
ionat LLU, and A. Graham Maxwell,
chairman of the division of religion.
They charged that Prophetess of
Health could not have been written
alone; the book was too detailed,
with too many footnotes. Thus they
concocted a story in which the
alleged co-conspirators had met
together in various cities through-
out the country to lay plans to
destroy Ellen White and the church.
In support of Numbers’s research
Maxwell had supposedly contrib-
uted from twenty to forty thousand
dollars of his own money; and in
one instance, in Chicago, plans had
been made “in the presence of
prostitutes.”30

t was ludicrous, of course, that so

isolated an act as writing a book
could be explained as a conspiracy.
Nor did it make any sense that
several colleagues in the same insti-
tution would travel to distant cities
in order to meet with one another,
when they were free to lunch to-
gether any day of the week in Loma
Linda. Despite the far-fetched na-
ture of these charges, however, the
targets of them within the univer-
sity felt themselves to be in real
jeopardy. Hinshaw and Maxwell
seemed to have fallen victim to
vendettas, with the controversial
book providing a convenient ex-
cuse to get rid of them. Though the
district attorney was queried in re-
gard to taking legal action against
the accusers, because of the cir-
cumstantial nature of the case no
charges were brought. But if noth-
ing reached a court of law, the
episode did reach the court of pub-
lic opinion. Because analogies to
Watergate abounded, the affair was
termed a “stained-glass window
Watergate.” After all, there had been,
allegedly, a “break-in” and a pilfer-
ing of documents. A chief executive

of the church had been implicated.
A “cover-up” had ensued, followed
by a full-scale investigation and
exposure. As a result, a fatuous
conspiracy theory had been laid
bare by evidence of a real con-

spiracy.3!

fter moving to Madison in the

summer of 1974 to join the
department of the history of medi-
cine at the University of Wisconsin,
Numbers found that the Adventist
hysteria over his projected volume,
though largely out of sight, was not
out of mind. The White Estate en-
listed the support of Rene
Noorbergen, once a writer for The
National Enquirer who had re-
cently published popular and sym-
pathetic biographies of “psychics”
Jeane Dixon and Ellen White, to
investigate Numbers’s motives for
writing his study. Noorbergen
planned to question Numbers by
telephone about his book while
surreptitiousiy recording his re-
sponses with a sophisticated poly-
graph. But Numbers had been
forwarmed (by Graybill) of the chi-
canery and rebuffed Noorbergen

Adventist scholars
felt that Numbers’s
iconoclastic study
forced them to
choose between en-
dorsing bhim and
losing their jobs, or
exaggerating the
distance between
themselves and him
and losing a piece
of their souls.
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when he called. The White Estate
also sent a staff member, Robert
Qlson, to the Madison Adventist
church for a weekend series on the
prophet in order to counteract any
negative influence the historian
might have on the local member-
ship. He urged church members to
ostracize Numbers. By this time
the historian was philosophically
estranged from Adventism but still
hoped to remain tied to the church
as a cultural Adventist. Once Olson
had alerted local Adventists to him,
however, he saw no point in re-
turning to the Madison church.32

“Outing” the
Adventist Historians

N umbers’s first months in Madi-
son marked a dark period for
him. Not only was he spent physi-
cally and emotionally, but he was
alone. Alienated from Adventists,
he had not yet adjusted to life
beyond Adventism. Moreover, his
marriage was ending, and his wife’s
betrayal at the root of the breakup
seemed emblematic of the way his
Adventist colieagues had betrayed
him. Though expecting his work
on Ellen White to be controversial
among the Adventist rank and file,
he counted on Adventist historians
to rally to his defense. But with the
circulation of his manuscript Num-
bers had become a pariah. Despite
the fact that this had resulted from
their colleague’s historical research
in his area of specialty, Adventist
historians (with a few exceptions)
had been no more supportive of
him than were Adventist academ-
ics in general. Loma Linda Univer-
sity had not only dropped him
from its staff but, in the following
year, had dumped him from the
masthead of Adventist Heritage,
the journal he had founded, with-
out a single public outcry from his
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historian colleagues.33

If Numbers saw himself as be-
trayed by his fellow scholars, they
could interpret his iconoclastic study
as a betrayal of them, though the
explanation for this is somewhat
oblique. In recent years an increas-
ingly sophisticated class of academ-
ics had joined the ranks of Advent-
ist higher education. Brandishing
Ph.D.’s from big-name, secular uni-
versities, this new breed of Advent-
ist professor had often found itself
at odds with the vast majority of
conservative church members, who
supported the colleges and univer-
sities. The only way to survive in so
precarious a position was by way of
complete discretion. Almost any-
thing could be said in private. But
Adventist academics who publicly
dared to break the informal code of
silence on controversial issues did
so on their own. Numbers certainly
had his silent partners. Fromtime to
time colleagues quietly voiced their

Adventist bistorians
adbered to the secu-
lar canons of bisto-
riography, except
with regard to Ellen
White. Numbers tore
apart the last veil,
historiographically
speaking, between
the holy and most
holy places. He en-
teredtheinnersanc-
tum of the prophet’s
life, not as a believer,
but as a bistorian.

personal approval of his work. But
none of them wanted to be driven
from cover by their more outspo-
ken colleague. In a sense, Num-
bers had betrayed them by forcing
them into a difficult position. Either
they endorsed him and lost their
jobs, or they exaggerated the dis-
tance between themselves and him
and lost a piece of their souls.34

Concern for job security at Ad-
ventist colleges no doubt had
been a factor in the lack of support
for Numbers on the part of disin-
genuous colleagues. But Adventist
historians also had genuine reser-
vations about Numbers’s study. The
church’s historians had not resolved
their own distinctive version of the
believer-historian conflict. They
complained about the tone of Num-
bers’s writing. One senior historian
commented, for example, that he
could accept everything about the
book but the disrespectful conclu-
sion tothe reform dress story where
Numbers wrote, “Journeying to
California, Mrs. White discreetly
left her pants behind.”35 But their
concerns ran deeper than literary
packaging to the very basis of the
argument. :

Adpventist historians adhered to
the secular canons of historiogra-
phy, except with regard to Ellen
White. She occupied a supernatu-
ralist preserve off-limits to natural-
ist history. In teaching or writing
history on any other topic, Advent-
ist historians generally would find
it naive to evoke “the hand of God”
as a cause. Notwithstanding the
occasional old-guard historian who
saw evidence of angels at the Battle
of Buli Run (and only there be-
cause Ellen White had said so),
virtually all of them explained the
American Revolution or the Civil
War, Women’s Suffrage or the New
Deal as other historians did. But
the historical study of Ellen White
was a different matter. Because
Adventist historians ruled out ex-
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ploring the visionary’s life with the
same methods that governed their
study of an Abigail Adams or an
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, they chose
qua historians to ignore her alto-
gether. They often brushed close
to the prophet with studies of other
figures or events in Adventist his-
tory that served, indirectly, to hu-
manize her. But Numbers,
unforgivably, had gone in where
angels had feared to tread. To
draw again upon Adventist meta-
phor, he had torn apart the last
veil, historiographically speaking,
between the holy and most holy
places. He had entered the inner
sanctum of the prophet’s life, not
as a believer but as a historian.36

The Estate Strikes
Back

N umbers saw the equivocal pos-
ture of Adventist historians as
far less tolerable than the straight-
forward opposition of the White
Estate’s churchmen. By tempera-
ment, he favored total candor. He
saw the issues in the same stark
terms that Arthur White did: he
simply found himself at odds with
him. But relations between Num-
bers and the Estate’s administrative
personnel remained civil, if not
cordial. This made sense to both
parties. Numbers, after all, needed
approval from the archives to quote
its sources in his manuscript, and
the White Estate staff hoped that a
good rapport between them and
the historian would ensure a2 book
more favorable to the prophet. It
became all the clearer that a book
was actually in the offing when, in
May of 1974, Numbers signed a
contract to publish his manuscript
through Harper and Row. Num-
bers had arranged with the White
Estate to critique his work in manu-
script, and now Clayton Carlson,
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head of Harper and Row’s religious
books department, looked forward
to the Estate’s comments as well, if
only to minimize factual errors in
the book.57

Once Numbers had produced
his revised manuscript in the fall,
however, it was not always clear
that Arthur White saw the Estate’s
critique as a means of improving
the future publication. Rather, he
seemed bent on so discrediting
Numbers with Harper and Row
that the publisher would abort the
project altogether. To this end,
White flew to New York in January
0f 1975 and spent a day with Carlson
poring over a notebook full of
documents. In several months of
preparing its formal response to
Numbers, the White Estate staff
had divided the labor as follows:
White on dress, Olson on sex, and
Graybill on phrenology. These three
then went on to New York in
February with a 223-page reply for

Oneremarkable as-

pect of these Madi-
son discussions de-
Serves notice. In a
report to his White
Estate colleagues,
Graybillstated, “On
virtually every oc-
casion where Dr.
Schwarz and I felt
the evidence was
strong and clear,
Dr. Numbers agreed
to change bis
manuscript.”

Carlson’s eyes only. By this time,
relations between Numbers and
the White Estate had deteriorated
to the point that some at the Estate
now believed Satan had “gained
control” of the historian. Arthur
White did not want Numbers to
have access to the response be-
cause it would only provide “grist
for his mill.” But there was another
reason to keep him from seeing it;
the document was riddled with ad
bominembarbs that were bound to
offend him. Carlson, however, flatly
refused to accept the White Estate
response if the person most able to
make use of it were not allowed to
see it. So, White gathered up the
manuscript and returned with it to
Washington, D.C.38

By the end of the month, how-
ever, he had changed his stance
and forwarded a copy of the Estate’s
reply to Numbers. Graybill then
called the historian and asked to
meet with him. On a weekend in
early March, Graybill and Richard
Schwarz, chair of the history de-
partment at Andrews University,
traveled to Madison for extensive
discussions with Numbers about
his manuscript. Numbers was still
on good terms with Graybill, and
he counted Schwarz a close friend.
The senior Adventist historian had
hired him out of graduate school
and still called him “Ronnie.” If
Graybill was fast becoming the
church’s leading authority in Ellen
White, Schwarz was its premier
denominational historian. The
threesome planned a three-day
working weekend at a hotel in
Madison. They moved a six-foot
banquet table into Graybill's room.
Schwarz had brought a microfiche
reader and a box of Ellen White’s
books and the works of denomina-
tional historians. They also had an
IBM typewriter.

t the outset of the weekend,

Numbers complained that in
places the critique was too weak to
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be useful; he also found it insult-
ing. Graybill admitted its short-
comings, apologizing especially for
personal attacks. On their week-
end together, however, the three
men found a good deal of common
ground. They combed through
every scintilla of Numbers’s manu-
script, and the author agreed to
change both factual and interpre-
tive points. Single words that car-
ried emotional or negative conno-
tations were exchanged for more
agreeable terms. Numbers also so-
licited help in finding more heart-
warming episodes in the prophet’s
life in order to build empathy for
her as a historical figure. No one
ended the weekend under the illu-
sion that his book was anything
less than a major revision of the
traditional Adventist view of Ellen
White. Numbers had accounted
for the visionary’s life in strictly
naturalistic terms; the average Ad-
ventist would find this shocking.

Ernest Sandeen, a
noted church bis-
torian from a
fundamentalist
background, saw
Numbers’s book as
more than simply
“avaluable work of
social history”; it
was also a “moving
personal document
and a report on the
state of one Ameri-
can denomina-
tion’s soul.”
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But given the firestorm of criticism
that Numbers would face for his
book, one remarkable aspect of
these Madison discussions deserves
notice. In a report to his White
Estate colleagues, Graybill stated,
“On virtually every occasion where
Dr. Schwarz and I felt the evidence
was strong and clear, Dr. Numbers
agreed to change his manuscript.”
Or where one of them sided with
him, Numbers stuck with his origi-
nal interpretation. The subsequent
published criticisms of Prophetess
of Health, then, even those of
Graybill or Schwarz, more thanlikely
faulted not just Numbers but one or
the other of his companions on that
Madison weekend.3®

The 258-page book appeared in
print in May of 1976. The even
longer White Estate critique of it
came out in the fall. Just prior to the
publication of his book, Numbers
and the White Estate blamed each
other for many of the same sins. The
Estate believed that the historian
had mishandled the prophet by way
of sweeping generalizations, a sneer-
ing attitude, quotations taken out of
context and, most importantly, dis-
honesty. Numbers thought the Es-
tate had treated him in much the
same way. If the two had sometimes
mirrored each other, in an ironic
twist, Numbers found himself, in the
late spring, in a similar position to
the White Estate in regard to releas-
ing materials. To people who were
“misrepresenting” her, the Estate had
always refused permission to quote
the prophet. But when it came to
publishing their reply to Numbers,
which copiously quoted his book,
the Estate needed the historian’s
permission. It would be necessary
for him, of course, to judge whether
be had been misrepresented in its
document. Numbers may have never
had any intention of finally declin-
ing the White Estate request, but he
did let the matter hang for a while.
Arthur White wrote several solici-
tous letters to the author beginning

in late April. After seeing the cri-
tique, however, Numbers causti-
cally responded that he found it to
be “grossly unfair.” As late as mid
June he still withheld permission,
for he had expected the Estate staff
to be as fair in evaluating his work
as they wanted him to be in evalu-
ating Ellen White. “But apparently,”
he concluded, “we have a double
standard.”40

The State of the
Church’s Soul

pectrum provided the most im-

portant public forum within the
church for evaluating the published
book. Roy Branson, as editor, had
invited a review by noted church
historian Ernest Sandeen. Himself
from a fundamentalist background,
Sandeen understood the torturous
conflict between believer and his-
torian, especially when they inhab-
ited the same person. But he also
knew that, as if by some historio-
graphical law, the skeptical be-
liever produces the best historical
scholarship. Though it had obvi-
ously been a deeply painful expe-
rience for the young historian,
Numbers had made an invaluable
contribution to his church and to
the scholarly world beyond it. If
Seventh-day Adventists were not
too defensive to come to terms
with Numbers’s view of Ellen White
(and, in this regard, Sandeen had
every confidence in Adventists),
they would avoid the pitfall of
Christian Scientists, who had re-
jected historical scrutiny of Mary
Baker Eddy. Thus, Sandeen saw
Numbers’s essay as more than sim-
ply “a valuable work of social his-
tory”; it was also “a moving per-
sonal document and a report on
the state of one American
denomination’s soul.” Upon read-
ing the review in manuscript, Bran-
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son thought it would be good for
his cousin’s soul to hear it, so he
called him and read it to him over
the phone. For more than two
years, Numbers had faced almost
nothing but criticism for his work
on Ellen White. This essay, from a
historian he greatly respected, ex-
pressed profound gratitude for his
efforts. He broke down and
sobbed. 41

he Adventist commentators in

Spectrum, for the most part,
took a dimmer view of Numbers’s
book than Sandeen expected of
them. Only one Adventist histo-
rian, Numbers’s predecessor in the
history of medicine at Loma Linda,
W. Frederick Norwood, embraced
the book. He insisted that it would
disturb only those who had ex-
alted Ellen White “to a pedestal of
innerrancy and infallibility, a posi-
tion she did not claim for herself or
even for the Bible writers.” But two
other Adventist scholars rebutted
the book with finely spun apol-
ogetics. Warning readers that Num-
bers wrote history from an entirely
naturalistic slant, Schwarz argued
that the raw historical facts called
fora supernaturalistic explanation.
He admitted that White may have
borrowed from other health re-
formers, but he suggested thatboth
the prophet and her secular infor-
mants may have been inspired by
the same Spirit. He contended, too,
that Numbers had obtained his
facts from unreliable, hostile wit-
nesses, such as Canright and
Kellogg. Fritz Guy, an Adventist
theologian, faulted the book for its
unbalanced view of White, its natu-
ralistic approach to her, and its
skepticism with regard to her in-
tegrity. But he regarded all this as
a negative virtue. For a limited or
faulty perspective on the prophet
might spur further investigation of
her and also provide an opportu-
nity to correct theological misper-
ceptions among Adventists regard-
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ing inspiration.42

Numbers believed that Schwarz’s
comments on the writing of history
tended to “caricature rather than
clarify the art.” With reference to
Schwarz’s defense of multiple rev-
elations, Numbers professed to ad-
mire such “valiant efforts to rescue
Mrs. White from embarrassing situ-
ations.” But he pointed out that if

the church accepted these explana--

tions, “its doctrine of inspiration
{would] never be the same.” The
criticism that he had lent too much
credence to Adventist defectors
Numbers found potentially the most
damaging. He counted roughly
1,185 citations in his book, how-
ever, and found that nearly two-
thirds came from pro-Ellen White
materials, while a mere 3.9 percent
were from those hostile to the vi-
sionary. The differences between
Schwarz and Numbers, as it turned
out, were more apparent in the
pages of Spectrum than they were
in reality. For Schwarz, incredibly,
had based at least some of his
critique on an earlier draft of Num-
bers’s manuscript, not the published
book. When he later read the book,
Schwarz apologized to him for re-
butting “errors” that had been
changed in the final version, in part
at Schwarz’s own urging. Guy, pre-
sumably, had read the book, but to
make his key historical points, in
Numbers’'s view, he had drawn
uncritically on the White Estate’s
reply.43

Under the title “A Biased, Disap-
pointing Book,” the White Estate
presented in this same issue of
Spectrum a synopsis of its longer
response to Numbers. The funda-
mental difference between the White
Estate and the historian (and per-
haps, finally, their only difference)
was that the Estate believed Ellen
White’s divine inspiration could be
historically proven; Numbers in-
sisted it could not. The Estate asked:
“Did Ellen White receive her health
message from the Lord or from

earthly sources?” Arguing that the
prophet, prior to her health vision
of 1863, had no more than a lim-
ited, fragmentary knowledge of
health reform, the Estate said that
White’s intellectual independence
implied her supernatural inspira-
tion. But in establishing White’s
independence, the Estate hurt its
case at one point by proving too
much. When the Whites’ son Henry
was stricken in December 1863
with a fatal illness, it recounted, the
frantic parents called a local physi-
cian instead of employing Dr.
Jackson’s system of water cure.
This argument proved an embar-
rassment, however, because the
prophet had received a divine en-
dorsement of the water-cure sys-
tem six months prior to this in her
health vision of June 5. In its zeal to
prove White’s obliviousness to
earthly sources, then, the Estate
had inadvertently suggested that
the prophet ignored her heavenly
source as well. Numbers, of course,
had made his case for the deriva-

It is an important
commentary on the
nature of Seventh-
day Adventism,
however, that its
intellectuals and
its clerical leader-
ship remain keenly
aware ofeach other.
Numbers could not
be dismissed out of
bhand; be had to be
dealt with.
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tive nature of White’s health writ-
ings by showing how knowledge-
able early Adventist leaders were
ofthe health-reform movement and
by citing close literary parallels
between White’s and that of other
health reformers. But Numbers
added, “Even if Mrs. White were
unique, it would add no bistorical
evidence to her claim of inspira-
tion.”44

n every aspect of the debate

between the Estate and Num-
bers, it seemed clear that they
resided in separate universes. Given
the gaping void between them, it is
surprising that the two parties re-
mained in close enough proximity
to carry on such an extended quar-
rel. It is an important commentary
on the nature of Seventh-day Ad-
ventism, however, that its intellec-
tuals and its clerical leadership
remain keenly aware of each other.
Numbers could not be dismissed
out of hand; he had to be dealt
with. But church officials were
miffed that the Spectrum issue de-
voted to Numbers had, by and
large, taken his work seriously.
And an article written by another
of its guest reviewers had, in their
view, gone too far. Fawn Brodie,
best known to Adventists for her
highly regarded biography of Mor-
mon prophet Joseph Smith, con-
tributed perhaps the most pro-
vocative reflections on White’s life
that Adventists had ever read. Not-
ing that Numbers had left a
psychobiographical analysis of the
visionary to future writers, Brodie
proceeded to highlight material in
the narrative that could inform such
a clinical study. Church leaders
were enraged. They threatened to
censure or shut down Spectrum.
General Conference executives, in-
cluding President Pierson and Vice-
President Wilson, along with White
Estate officials, met in an emotion-
ally charged meeting in Philadel-
phia with members of Spectrum’s
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editorial board. The session’s most
riveting moment captured the depth
of feeling with regard to the Brodie
essay. A White Estate official si-
lenced the room with the following
vivid remark: “It's as if Mrs. White
had been stripped naked, stripped
naked!”45

Throughout the year of its pub-
lication, church officials orchestrated
a concerted campaign against Proph-
etess of Health. Along with its twenty-
four-page reply and full-length Cri-
tigue, the church highly promoted
an inexpensive paperback edition
of The Story of Our Health Message,
a sympathetic study by Dores E.
Robinson, a secretary and grand-
son-in-law to the prophet. Study
aids designed to answer questions
raised by Numbers now accompa-
nied this book. Other apologetic
books on Adventism and health
followed. In reactionary fashion,
these did not so much respond to
Prophetess of Health as retell the
Adventist health story as if
Numbers’s book had never been
written, But in a series of Prophetic

Non-Adventist
scholars exerted an
influence on Ad-
ventist academics.
For the first time
Adventists sawEllen
White as an object
of bistorical inter-
est to scholars in
the fields of Ameri-
can social, med-
ical, church, and
women’s bistory.

Guidance Workshops, each con-
ducted for two weeks on four Ad-
ventist college campuses, Robert
Olson and other White Estate offi-
cials sharply denounced specific
points in the book. Time’s review
of it in August, entitled “Prophet or
Plagiarist?” called for a rejoinder in
the workshops. At Andrews Uni-
versity in southern Michigan, the
weekend after the article hit the
newsstands, Olson reported that
not a Timecould be had within fifty
miles of the campus. Numbers’s
book itself could not be conve-
niently obtained at Andrews. The
university bookstore would not dis-
play it, but did sell it on request.
The book was treated as contra-
band, carefully wrapped in plain
paper, so customers could leave
the store with it undetected.%
This atmosphere throughout the
church made it difficult for Advent-
ist historians to come to terms with
Numbers’s book in their own way.
But gradually they did. An impor-
tant early step in this process was a
review in Spectrum by Gary Land,
a historian at Andrews University,
of the White Estate’s full-length
Critigue. With some trepidation, as
“a denominational employee,
whose job may depend on adher-
ing to orthodoxy,” Land under-
scored numerous examples of “how
the White Estate’s adoption in prac-
tice, although not in theory, of the
inerrancy approach to inspiration
has led it to make arguments that
do not fit the facts.” But, for genera-
tions, the church lived with the
“practice” of Mrs. White’s inerrancy.
And Adventist historians felt a duty
to integrate the new historical think-
ing with the old faith in such a way
that Adventism might be trans-
formed without being destroyed.
In 1979, one young Adventist
historian, Benjamin McArthur, ques-
tioned whether the church’s revo-
lution of historical consciousness,
especially with regard toits prophet,
might not irreparably damage the
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tradition, much as historical criti-
cism had done to Judaism a cen-
tury before. In a presidential ad-
dress to the Association of Western
Adventist Historians in the same
year, Eric Anderson commented
that McArthur may have been too
pessimistic. But Anderson agreed
that Adventist historians had to
deal with the theological implica-
tions of their work. Failing to do so
invited comparisons to the World
War II scientist lampooned in Tom
Lehrer’s ditty:

Once da rockets are up

Who kares where dey come down?
Dat’s not my department

Says Verner Von Braun.47

An Historical
Revolution

on-Adventist scholars faced
Nnone of these concemns, of
course. But their largely enthusias-
tic reception of Numbers’s study,
evident in the raft of favorable
reviews, exerted influence on Ad-
ventistacademics. For the first time,
Adventists saw Ellen White as an
object of historical interest to a
wider community of scholars in
the fields of American social, medi-
cal, church, and women'’s history.48
And the “gentiles” brought their
different perspectives to the mono-
graph. Adventists, for example, had
thought of Numbers as utterly secu-
lar and naturalistic. But outsiders
to the community, such as Martin
E. Marty, saw him as “half-in, half-
out of the Adventist church.” If he
was “in transit from Adventism,” he
had still presented an “empathetic
and fair story of her life.” Another
reviewer felt that the book re-
flected Numbers’s “conflict between
historical objectivity and commit-
ment to religion.”49
Close to the publication of
Prophetess of Health, Adventists
certainly found no humor in, and
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therefore did not appreciate, the
tongue-in-cheek tone of James C.
Whorton, who wrote, “Numbers’
‘attack’ on White is subtle even by
satanic standards, for he takes great
care to be objective, and if his
judgement errs it is on the side of
charity.” Whorton continued in a
humorous vein in his later book on
the history of American health re-
formers: “Although Numbers’s case
is convincing,” he wrote, after sum-
marizing his argument, “White per-
haps did receive genuine revela-
tions, and conceivably outraged
Adventists are correct in seeing his
book as a Satanic ‘deception.” If
Adventists could not realistically
expect outsiders to share their relig-
ious sensibilities about the book,
they would have preferred a wider
scope to the Adventist health story
Numbers told in order to dilute
revelations about their prophet. But
Whorton favored the way Numbers
had displayed only enough of the
larger Adventist health story to tan-
talize readers. In doing this, it was
as if he had followed the standard
advise of health reformers: “to avoid
gluttony, end each meal while a bit
of appetite remains. One finishes
Propbetess of Health with a feeling
of satisfaction, not satiety, and a
relish for future samples of related
items,”30

dventists had complained that

Numbers had been too inter-
pretive, too biased. But some of the
non-Adventists found it the sparest
of narratives, understated, and lack-
ing in an interpretive framework,
for which they either lauded or
faulted him. In the developing area
of women’s history, for example,
Numbers proved potentially as con-
troversial as he was anywhere be-
yond Adventist circles. Gerald Grob
appreciated his narrative history as
a valuable building block but com-
plained that he had not done more
to analyze White against a back-
drop of the changing roles of women

in the nineteenth century. Another
reviewer seemed piqued by the
interpretation she found in the book
of “an ignorant, hysterical, hypo-
chondriacal female, almost with-
out redeeming qualities, and ma-
nipulated by a few clever men.”
For the most part, however, as a
result of Numbers’s effort, the Ad-
ventist visionary took her rightful
place in the emergent historiogra-
phy on both women and health
reform. Moreover, more general
and interpretive studies of Ameri-
can religion, society, and culture
added the Ellen White of Numbers’s
narrative (without alterations of their
own) to the historical pantheon of
women religious leaders and health
reformers.5!

All of this impressed Adventist
historians. Numbers, after all, wasa
success story. He had pulled him-
self up from the Adventist “ghetto”
and had “made good.” And if he
still projected something of a dia-
bolical persona for the average
Adventist in the pew, Adventist
academics found more and more
to admire in him as a historian.
Indeed, because secular historians
had seen Ellen White as interesting
and significant, a generation of
Adventist historians began to view
her, for the first ime, as a legitimate
object for their own scholarly in-
quiry. In this way, Numbers had
inspired an escalating revolution in
Adventist scholarship on the
prophet. He himself had gone on
to a full and productive academic
life beyond Adventism. But from
his lofty perch at the University of
Wisconsin, he served, quite unin-
tentionally, as a kind of conscience
for Adventist historians; they were
more likely to take on tough issues
with candor because they felt him
looking over their shoulder. They
kepthim apprised of developments
within the church, sending him
manuscripts for comment, kibitz-
ing with him at scholarly meetings,
even inviting him occasionally to
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Adventist campuses for clandes-
tine discussions of his earlier work.
A key indicator of his rehabilitation
came in 1980, when west coast
Adventist historians invited Num-
bers to speak to them at Walla
Walla College. Many of them now
envied his experience with the
Ellen White book—to have wrestled
with the angel, to have passed
through dark nights, to have felt so
alive. But none of them would
quite reproduce it. Much of their
later historical writing confirmed
Numbers’s findings in other as-
pects of the prophet’s life. Some of
it went far beyond his work in
radically reassessing her. None of
it, however, would reach the pub-
lic beyond Adventism with the
impact and notoriety that Numbers
had achieved. Nor would any of it
create the scandal within Advent-
ism that Numbers did. Evidently,
Adventism could lose its innocence
only once.

In the decade following the
publication of Propbetess of Health,

From bis lofty perch
at the University of
Wisconsin, Num-
bers served, quite
unintentionally, as
a kind of con-
science for Advent-
ist bistorians: they
were more likely to
take on tough issues
with candor be-
cause they felt bim
looking over their
shoulder.
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historiographical developments on
Ellen White focused on her, as they
had in the past, as both a visionary
and a writer. Her literary identity
had been first to occupy contempo-
rary Adventist scholars, and revela-
tions in regard to the prophet dra-
matically increased over time.
Numbers’s own modest discoveries
of literary parallels between Ellen
White and Larkin B. Coles, which
filled no more than a page in his
endnotes, soon utterly paled beside
other literary finds. Donald
McAdams, then a historian at
Andrews University, examined a
chapter on John Hus in White’s
revered classic, The Great Contro-
versy, and found her writing to be
the “selective abridgements and
adaptation of historians.” To his
amazement, he learned that she
was not just borrowing the occa-
sional paragraph which she had
run across in her reading, but was
“in fact following the historians page
after page, leaving out much mate-
rial, but using their sequence, some
of theirideas, and often their words.”
Indeed, the only truly original part
of White’s chapter in manuscript,
astonishingly, had been excised by
editors from the published text.52

or Adventists, however,

McAdams’s literary findings
(along with those of Peterson and
Numbers) were only a harbinger of
worse things to come. Walter Rea,
an Adventist pastor in California,
had once believed that the Bible
and Ellen White’s writings should
be the extent of a good Adventist’s
reading material. Indeed, he had
cominitted vast portions of White’s
writings to memory. Intime, though,
he ranged beyond this limited read-
ing list, deciding that it must be
permissible to read books that White
herselfhad read. But when he gained
access to her library, he came upon
a startling number of literary paral-
lels between an author he had
thought inspired and original and

the writers she had read. He then
spent twenty years corroborating
this discovery. Drawing especially
from her books Prophets and Kings
and The Desire of Ages and a con-
temporaneous writer, Alfred
Edersheim, Rea amassed a huge
number of literary exhibits which
he later published in a book pro-
vocatively entitled The White Lie.
When he first presented his find-
ings to a General Conference-ap-
pointed committee of scholars and
churchmen, the committee objected
to his sloppy methodology and
acerbic tone, but conceded that
“Ellen White, in her writing, used
various sources more extensively
than we had previously believed.”
Churchmen hoped to educate lay
Adventists in regard to these trou-
bling facts, but Rea’s story reached
the Los Angeles Times before much
could be done, and the church
revoked his ministerial creden-
tials.53

Literary analysis of Ellen White’s
writings quickly gave way to even
more controversial and far-reach-
ing biblical, historical, and theo-
logical studies of her. Joseph ]J.
Battistone, a New Testament
scholar, undercut the usual Ad-
ventist use of the prophet as an
authoritive biblical commentator.
Suggesting that her writings were
unreliable exegetically, he saw them
as primarily homiletical in nature.
No part of White's commentary on
the Bible mattered more than her
interpretation of “last day events.”
My own article entitled “The World
of E.G. White and the End of the
World,” which I wrote while teach-
ing at Loma Linda University, placed
White’s understanding of escha-
tology within the context of nine-
teenth-century society and culture.
I argued that White’s scenario on
the end of time, deeply formative
for the Adventist identity, had been
culturally conditioned. The politi-
cal, social, and cultural events to
which Adventists still looked in the
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future to signal the end of the
world more properly fit conditions
of her nineteenth-century world
than that of the late twentieth cen-
tury. In short, Adventism was an
anachronism.54

Another key to the Adventist
identity was the church’s doc-
trine of the sanctuary and investi-
gative judgment. For Adventists,
the sanctuary served as a symbol of
their special role as God’s remnant
at the close of human history. But
an evangelical Adventist theolo-
gian, Desmond Ford, came to the
conclusion that Adventism’s un-
derstanding of the sanctuary was
both poor exegesis and unchris-
tian. And because Ellen White’s
role had been so significant in
establishing the doctrine—as ithad
been with all basic Adventist be-
liefs—Ford’s call for a radical over-
haul of the sanctuary teaching chal-
lenged White’s authority among
Adventists. Indeed, in any Advent-
isttheological debate, Ellen White’s
views provided the hidden agenda.
Adventists preferred to place them-
selves, at least in theory, in the
Protestant lineage of “Scripture
alone,” not as a non-evangelical
sect based on the visions of a
prophet. But, practically speaking,
they were more likely defined as a
group that spoke only when White
spoke and were silent where she
was silent. Ford’s declarations on
the sanctuary identified a central
tenet of Adventism as rooted in
White's writings rather than the
Scriptures, as sectarian rather than
evangelically Protestant, and, most
important, as wrong rather than
right. For this reason, Ford con-
cluded that White'’s legacy should
be seen as “pastoral” rather than
“canonical.” Though, at a confer-
ence in Glacier View, Colorado,
church leaders moved consider-
ably in Ford’s direction on the
sanctuary doctrine, they—almost
simultaneously—stripped him of
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his ministerial credentials.55

All of these developments in
Ellen White studies dealt with the
prophet’s writings and how they
related either to the Bible or her
own literary and cultural context.
Another line of investigation has
cut through her writings to the
person behind them. Still in an
initial yet promising stage, this schol-
arship examines the personal and
social circumstances that account
for White’s emergence as a vision-
ary. In writing his book on the
prophet, Numbers had “consciously
shied away from extended analyses
of her mental health and psychic
abilities.” Sixteen years later, how-
ever, he and his present wife, Janet
S. Numbers, a clinical psychologist,
have addressed the matter of the
prophet’s mental health.56

Further inquiry on White as a
visionary has widened to in-
clude the enthusiastic social envi-
ronment that produced her. Graybill
completed his doctoral dissertation
at Johns Hopkins on Ellen White as
a charismatic religious founder, and
he devoted a chapter of it to her
trance-visionary period in the con-
text of an enthusiastic community.
Probing her visions from both psy-
chological and anthropological per-
spectives, he described the way the
prophet had served as an expres-
sion of the ecstatic impulses of early
Adventism. But as her community
changed, she changed. Order re-
placed enthusiasm, and White as a
more conventional religious leader
took over for the trance figure. In
making his case, Graybill assumed
the naturalistic posture for which
Numbers had been excoriated less
than a decade before, and he lost
his job of thirteen years at the White
Estate. Shortly thereafter, an even
clearer picture of the ecstatic char-
acter of early Adventism emerged
with a spectacular documentary dis-
covery by a historian at Loma Linda
University. Frederick Hoyt came

upon court transcripts that included
testimony placing James White and
Ellen Harmon, along with other
Adventists, in the midst of tumultu-
ous expressions of enthusiasm.
Though Ellen White later disavowed
the more bizarre aspects of this
phenomena as fanaticism, and had
suppressed evidence of her own
part in it, the court records told a
different story.57

Looking back on Adventism in
the 1970s and 80s, we see that the
church had matured inregard to its
understanding of Ellen White as
both visionary and writer. And in
the middle of this ferment, another
astonishing primary source surfaced
that went right to the heart of
Adventism’s spiritual agony over
its prophet’s authority. Shortly after
White’s death in 1915, Adventist
Bible and history teachers met with
churchmen to discuss the role of
her writings in Adventist theology,
education, and practice. These
meetings in 1919 proved so candid

In the middle of the
ferment of the
1970s, an astonish-
ing primary source
surfaced in Spec-
trum—itranscripts
of meetingsin1919
on Ellen White’s role
in the church. Dis-
cussion at these
conferences proved
so candid, church
leaders kept the la-
ity in the dark.
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and open, that church leaders saw
to it that a more conservative laity
was keptin the dark as to what had
been discussed. Sixty years later,
however, transcripts of the meet-
ings were dredged up and found
compellingly relevant to the
church’s contemporary problems
on Ellen White. What made these
transcripts so remarkable was that
key leaders in the church, includ-
ing the General Conference presi-
dent, Arthur G. Daniells, not mar-
ginal figures, were seen struggling
over questions regarding the
prophet. Alongside the churchmen
of this earlier time the Adventist
academics of the 1970s seemed far
less heretical. Bemoaning the fact
that Ellen White’s writings had as-
sumed canonical status among Ad-
ventists and that their new Scrip-
tures were also held to be “verbally
inerrant,” one delegate insisted, to
the contrary, that the value of her
writing resided in “the spiritual
light it throws into our own hearts
and lives [more] than in the intel-
lectual accuracy in historical and
theological matters.” Another del-
egate offered this prescient remark:
“Is it well to let our people in
general go on holding to the verbal
inspiration of [White’s] Testimo-
nies? When we do that, aren’t we
preparing for a crisis that will be
very serious some day?”58

Owing in part to the failure of
nerve among the leaders in 1919,
Adventist academics faced a spiri-
tual and vocational crisis in the
1970s without the benefit of know-
ing thatat one time the movement’s
mainstream had experienced a simi-
lar turmoil. As a result, they had
been forced into an unnecessarily
peripheral and isolated position.
But contemporary Adventism had
undergone a real change, and pro-
foundly altered perceptions of Ellen
White lay at the heart of it. The new
scholarship had established that
the prophet was neither original
nor inerrant, neither changeless
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nor timeless. To what degree this
historical revolution has spread
from the academic elite to the rank
and file is not altogether clear. Nor
is it known to what extent the vast
majority of Adventists in the Third
World would recognize this “new”
Ellen White from North America.
What has become obvious, how-
ever, is the fact that this historical
consciousness-raising, unlike that
of the early twentieth century, has
reached a wide public, both inside
and outside the church. This in-
creases the likelihood that it will
last and spread. Indeed, a survey of
Adventist opinion after the revela-
tions on White shows that fewer
and fewer members equate their
faith with beliefin her as a prophet.
Ellen White’s writings can no longer
be imposed as a litmus test of
orthodoxy with quite the self-as-
surance they once were. Not even
the White Estate projects the de-
fensive posture that it did under

Numbers’father, af-
ter poring over the
1919 Bible Confer-
ence transcripts,
finally understood
bis son—andproudly
displayed bis book.
On bis deathbed he
crowed to visitors
about bis boy, the
“author,” who bad
just been awarded
a prestigious “Gug-
genbeimer” Fellow-
ship.

the prophet’s grandson. Since Arthur
White’s retirement, the Estate has
steadily adopted more open poli-
cies on its holdings. In regard to
critical transitions in the prophet’s
role among Adventists, Arthur
White’s passing from the scene may
prove as significant as two previous
events: Ellen White’s death and her
husband’s death before hers.5?

B ut if, with the changing per-
ceptions of Ellen White among
Adventists, heresy has been the
mother of orthodoxy, the heretics
themselves have been largely lost
to the community. A review of
many of the names identified with
advances in Ellen White studies—
William Peterson, Roy Branson,
Herold Weiss, Ronald Numbers,
Donald McAdams, Ron Graybill,
Jonathan Butler, Desmond Ford,
Walter Rea—reveals that none of
them is now employed by the
church (with the exception of
Graybill who was forced to change
jobs within it), and most of them
are no longer active church mem-
bers. Within Adventism, the prophet
had been lethally radioactive to
many of those who have handled
her. Numbers is neither a believing
nor a practicing Adventist, but, be-
cause friends have urged himto, he
allows he name to remain on the
books of his former church at Loma
Linda University. And from time to
time, its pastor (under pressure
from the church board) has written
to him with inquires about the
disposition of his membership.
Numbers also maintains a place
among the consulting editors of
Spectrum. Given his limited edito-
rial contributions to the journal of
late, he recently asked his cousin,
Roy, to drop his name from the list
of editors. Branson pleaded with
him, however, “Spectrum is your
one link to the church; don’t make
me take your name off the mast-
head.”60

His father could not let him go

Vorume 23, NUMBER 2




MIRRORS

either. As Ray Numbers read the
1919 Bible Conference transcripts,
they changed his view of Ellen
White in a way that his son’s book
could not do on its own. The
testimony of past General Confer-
ence officials, as they searched
their souls over prophetic author-
ity, gave the father permission to
reach out to his son. Because he
never questioned the boy’s hon-
esty, yet he knew he could not be
telling the truth about Ellen White,
he had concluded that Satan had
taken possession of Ron’s mind.

This study relies on both the “outer”
history found in key published sources
and the “inner” history uncovered in
personal letters, memoranda of con-
versations, reports, oral tapes, and tran-
scriptions of lectures. These latter un-
published materials were generously
provided to me by Ronald L. Numbers
from his own extensive collection. Un-
less otherwise designated below, the
unpublished sources may be found
among his papers in Madison, Wiscon-
sin. The personal conversations
between Numbers and others are
reported in memos by Numbers. In
addition to drawing on these materials,
1 also interviewed several of the princi-
pals. My most important and extensive
interviews were of Numbers himself,
February 26, March 5, and April 19-21,
1990. But I benefited as well from
conversations with Eric Anderson, Roy
Branson, Vern Carner, and Ronald
Graybill.

1. R. W. Numbers to Carolyn [Num-
bers] Remmers, July 20, 1976.

2. Interview of Ronald L. Numbers,
March 5, 1990; R. W. Numbers to
Charles Houck, May 13, 1979.

3. Jack Provonsha, an ethicist, and
Brian Bull, a pathologist, discussed
Propbetess of Health: A Study of Ellen G.
White (New York: Harper & Row,
Publishers, 1976) in taped Sabbath
School classes at Loma Linda Univer-
sity in the spring of 1976, in which they
attributed flaws in the book to the
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Embarrassed by his son’s apostasy,
he refused for years to be seen in
his company if Adventists were
around. Shortly after the publica-
tion of Propbetess of Health, Ron
had chided him for sequestering
his complimentary copy of the book
out of sight. But after poring over
the 1919 record, he finally under-
stood his son—and proudly dis-
played his book in the living room.
On his deathbed, he crowed to
visitors about his boy “the author,”
who had just been awarded a pres-
tigious “Guggenheimer” Fellow-
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