


Module 
outlines

 What Ellen White’s 
world was like, and 
why that can help us 
understand her 
writings

 Why she has been so 
used and abused by 
Adventists



Module outlines

What she might say to us if 
she were around today

How to read her writings 
without misinterpreting or 
taking them out of 
context



Module 1 -
Putting 

Yourself in 
Her Shoes
Whale-bone corsets, horse-drawn buggies, and 
Abraham Lincoln were her contemporaries



A child of the 19th Century

 America in the midst of 
the 2nd Great Awakening

 A time of reform 
movements

 Only 51 years since the 
Revolutionary war when 
she was born in 1827



World Events in Her Day
 1840’s

 General Anesthesia first used in an 
operation

 First postage stamp issued
 Electrical telegraph sent by 

Samuel Morse
 Edgar Allen Poe writes the Raven, 

and sells it for $10
 1850’s

 Singer sewing machine invented
 First official game of baseball 

played



Her Home Town: 
Portland, Maine

 Over 15,000 inhabitants
 Regular stopping point for lecturers, 

circuses, symphony performances, 
and religious reformers

 Most common crime: high-speed 
driving of horse and buggy

 Tom Thumb came into town the 
night of Oct 21, 1844

 William Miller gave series of lectures 
here that Ellen heard as a teenager



Prophets 
Are 

Humans 
Too

And this one wore a dress, and button-up boots



A Big Family

 Ellen was one of 8 children 
born to Robert and Eunice 
Harmon

 Had a fraternal twin named 
Elizabeth (Lizzie) who never 
accepted Ellen’s beliefs or 
visions

 Brother Robert was only one 
to later become a 
Sabbatarian Adventist



The Accident
 At age nine, Ellen Harmon 

suffered a tragic accident 
which, she later wrote, "was to 
affect my whole life" (LS 17).

 She was struck on the nose by a 
stone hurled by a classmate 
angry at some childish trifle.

 She was in a coma three 
weeks.

 "I was reduced almost to a 
skeleton." (LS 18)



In Her Own Words

"Every feature of my face 
seemed changed.  The sight was 
more than I could bear.  The 
bone of my nose proved to be 
broken.  The idea of carrying my 
misfortune through life was 
insupportable.  I could see no 
pleasure in my life.  I did not wish 
to live, and I dared not die, for I 
was not prepared." (2SG 9)



Readin’ and Writin’ No More

 Ellen Harmon never resumed 
formal schooling.

 Some 50 years after the 
accident, she wrote that that 
"which for a time seemed so 
bitter and was so hard to 
bear, have proved to be a 
blessing in disguise…



Dark 
Night of 
the Soul

Even Ellen White struggled with feeling like she 
wasn’t good enough to go to heaven



Religious Rumblings

“When sinners were invited forward to the anxious seat, 
hundreds responded to the call; and I, among the rest, 
pressed through the crowd and took my place with the 
seekers. But there was in my heart a feeling that I could 
never become worthy to be called a child of God. I had 
often sought for the peace there is in Christ, but I could 
not seem to find the freedom I desired. A terrible sadness 
rested on my heart. I could not think of anything I had 
done to cause me to feel sad; but it seemed to me that I 
was not good enough to enter heaven, that such a 
thing would be altogether too much for me to expect.” 
{CET 16.4}



Religious Rumblings
As I knelt and prayed, suddenly my burden left me, 
and my heart was light. At first a feeling of alarm 
came over me, and I tried to resume my load of 
distress. It seemed to me that I had no right to feel 
joyous and happy. But Jesus seemed very near to 
me; …There was a surety in my heart that He 
understood my peculiar trials, and sympathized with 
me. I can never forget this precious assurance of the 
pitying tenderness of Jesus toward one so unworthy of 
His notice. I learned more of the divine character of 
Christ in that short period, when bowed among the 
praying ones, than ever before.



Conversion

 Shortly after her injury, 
Ellen, with her parents, 
attended a Methodist 
camp meeting at Buxton, 
Maine, and there, at the 
age of 12, she was 
converted. Two years later, 
on June 26, 1842, at her 
request she was baptized 
by immersion.



God 
Comes 

Knocking

And everything gets a little crazy



The Call

 Not long after the Great 
Disappointment of 1844, she 
received a vision of the 
Millerite believers and of 
heaven itself

 Was startled, and upset by 
this

 “When this work was first 
given me, I begged the 
Lord to lay the burden on 
someone else. The work was 
so large and broad and 
deep that I feared I could 
not do it ” 



Not The Only One

 William Foy – a mulatto who 
received visions, very similar to Ellen’s 
first vision

 Hazen Foss – Also received the same 
visions, but refused to tell anyone 
and “forgot” them



Prophet?

“Early in my youth I was asked several 
times, Are you a prophet? I have ever 
responded, I am the Lord's messenger. I 
know that many have called me a 
prophet, but I have made no claim to this 
title. My Saviour declared me to be His 
messenger. "Your work," He instructed me, 
"is to bear My word… I will make My Word 
open to you. It shall not be as a strange 
language…



So what does all this tell us?

 Ellen White was very much a real person, with 
regular problems, struggles, and joys

 She was a product of the times she lived in
 Only way she could achieve what she did in her 

lifetime was with God working through her
Most translated American non-fiction author of 

either genders, writing 5,000 articles, 40 books, 
and 50,000 pages of manuscripts

Only a 4th grade education



Module 2 -
Adventures In 

Missing The 
Mark

Is Ellen White really as legalistic, boring, or irrelevant 
as some people make her out to be?



Being Ellen White’s Neighbor

 After her funeral, many 
neighbors came to the 
family to pay their 
respects

 The best memories of her 
were all the times she 
would give them fruits 
and vegetables from her 
garden



Being Ellen White’s Neighbor

“All we’ll remember her 
as is that sweet little old 
lady who always gave 
us fruits and vegetables, 
and just couldn’t stop 
talking about Jesus.”



Our Biggest Mistake

 But the single biggest reason I think we've messed 
up with Ellen White is that we don't know how to 
read her in a logical and thoughtful way

1. We take her out of context
2. We don't see things from a 19th 

century perspective
3. We choose to only read and quote 

single sentences, and then assume that 
that one sentence is her entire opinion 
on the matter



How to Read Ellen White

We first need to ask 
the question:

"What does the 
prophet mean  by 
what the prophet 
says?“



What She Has to Say

"Many men take the testimonies the Lord has 
given . . . picking out a sentence here and 
there, taking it from its proper connection 
[context], and applying it according to their 
idea. Thus poor souls become bewildered, 
when could they read in order all that has 
been given, they would see the true 
application, and would not become 
confused. Much that purports to be a 
message from Sister White, serves [only] the 
purpose of misrepresenting Sister White." 
(Selected Messages 1:44)



Things We Misinterpret

 Places where EGW has been misinterpreted
 "Health Reform"
 Diet
 Dress
 Recreation/Amusement
 Education: theory/practice
 Religious experience/practice
 Racial issues
 Cultural issues
 Debt
 Homemaking



3 Rules of Interpretation

Rule #1 : Study 
all the passages 
where she talks 
about a subject 
before drawing 
your 
conclusions.



Case Study: Eggs Anyone?

 Dr. Daniel Kress had became 
anemic from his abstinence of all 
animal products

 Ellen White recommended that 
he change his eating habits and 
eat a raw egg in a glass of grape 
juice two or three times a day in 
order to receive "the nourishment 
that he greatly needed." (Letter 
37, 1904, in Counsels on Diet and 
Foods, 367)



3 Rules of Interpretation

Rule #2 : The 
time, place, and 
circumstances of 
the giving of 
certain messages 
should be 
considered



Context, context

 "That which can be said of men 
under certain circumstances 
cannot be said of them under 
other circumstances" (3T470).

 “God wants us all to have 
common sense, and He wants us 
to reason from common sense. 
Circumstances alter conditions. 
Circumstances change the 
relation of things.” (3SM 217).



Case Study: Buying Bicycles

 "There seemed to be a bicycle 
craze. Money was spent to gratify 
an enthusiasm. . . .Satan works 
with intensity of purpose to 
induce our people to invest their 
time and money in gratifying 
supposed wants. This is a species 
of idolatry. . . . There were some 
who were striving for the mastery, 
each trying to excel the other in 
the swift running of their bicycles"



3 Rules of Interpretation

Rule #3 : One 
should try to 
discover the 
principle involved 
in any specific 
counsel, and its 
applications



Applying a Principle

 Principles are applied 
based on the specific 
situation

 Applications of principles 
may change as the 
circumstances which call 
them forth change.



Case Study: How Should We 
Pray?
 Study ALL available information/passages

 "We must pray constantly, with a humble mind and a 
meek and lowly spirit. We need not wait for an opportunity 
to kneel before God. We can pray and talk with the Lord 
wherever we may be" (3SM 266).

 "You cannot always be on your knees in prayer, but your 
silent petitions may constantly ascend to God for strength 
and guidance." (Counsels on Health, 362)

 "It is not always necessary to bow upon your knees in order 
to pray." (Ministry of Healing, 510-511)



Case Study: How Should We 
Pray?

 "I was not able to bow my knees in the 
opening prayer or when I entered the 
desk [pulpit] as I usually do, but the form 
is not the essential part. My heart went 
up to God in earnest prayer and He did 
help me and I believe gave me a 
decided message for the people 
assembled." (Ms 29, 1892, emphasis 
supplied)

 Principles
1. Reverence For God

2. Dependence upon god



Module 3

 Dealing with contradictions 
in her writings
 Vegetarianism

 Problem statements
 Wearing wigs can kill you

 Relationship to the Bible
 How can she still have authority if 

she’s the lesser light?



Module 3 -
The 

Vegetarian 
Dilemma

Did Ellen White practice what she preached?



Allegations of hypocrisy

 Dudley M. Canright
 Mrs. White "forbade the 

eating of meat, . . . yet 
secretly she herself ate 

meat more or less most of 
her life."

 He also claimed to have 
seen James and Ellen White 
eat ham right in the dining 
room of their own home.



Ellen White’s Teaching and 
Practice

 In order to understand Ellen White’s 
teaching on vegetarianism and the health 

reform it is important to understand not 
only her teaching on the subject but also 

her own growth.

What she said and also what she 
practiced is very informative on this 

subject.



Ellen White’s Teaching and 
Practice

 In 1870, Ellen White expressed her struggle:

 “I suffered keen hunger.  I was a great meat 
eater.  But when faint, I placed my arms 
across my stomach, and said: "I will not 

taste a morsel.  I will eat simple food, or I will 
not eat at all" . . . When I made these 

changes I had a special battle to fight” (2T 
371, 372).



Ellen White’s Teaching and 
Practice

 Occasional exceptions to a habitual pattern of 
vegetarianism:

 In 1890 she stated: "When I could not obtain the 
food I needed, I have sometimes eaten a little 

meat," but even here "I am becoming more and 
more afraid of it" (CTBH, 117, 118 in CD 394).

 And eleven years later (1901) she openly admitted 
that "I was at times . . . compelled to eat a little 

meat" (Lt 83, 1901in CD 487).



Was Ellen White a Hypocrite?
 As has already been noted, from W. C. White's letter to 

George B. Starr in 1933, "For years the White family had 
been vegetarians, but not ‘teetotalers’.“

 In response to a woman asking if all Adventists were total 
abstainers from meat she said, “I am happy to assure you 

that as a denomination we are in the fullest sense total 
abstainers from the use of spirituous liquors, wine, beer, 

[fermented] cider, and also tobacco and all other 
narcotics . . . . All are vegetarians, many abstaining wholly 

from the use of flesh food, while others use it in only the 
most moderate degree” (Lt 99, 1894)



Acting on Principle
 One of the most sensible things Ellen White ever wrote on the 

subject of health reform was the following:

 “Those who understand the laws of health and who are 
governed by principle, will shun the extremes, both of 

indulgence and of restrictions.  Their diet is chosen, not for the 
mere gratification of appetite, but for the upbuilding of the 

body.  They seek to preserve every power in the best condition 
for the highest service to God and man . . . .There is a real 
common sense in dietetic reform. The subject should be 

studied broadly and deeply, and no one should criticize others 
because their practice is not, in all things, in harmony with his 
own.  It is impossible [in matters of diet] to make an unvarying 

rule to regulate everyone's habits, and no one should think 
himself a criterion for all” (MH 319, 320)



Statements 
that make 

you go 
“Hmm?”

Sometimes you just kind of scratch your head and 
wonder what she’s talking about



Articles in The Health Reformer

1. Wigs
2. Cosmetics
3. Tight corsets
4. Small waist and lung 

disease
5. Movable tumor



Purpose of the Counsels
 As we do with the ‘sacred’ 

and the ‘common’ in her 
letters, the more important 
approach to use in regard to 
such “problem” statements is 
not to figure out what is 
inspired and what is not.  
Rather, we should attempt to 
understand the purpose of 
what she wrote; her 
intentions.



Wigs

The Health Reformer, October 1871: 
 1. Artificial hair and wigs heat and 

excite spinal nerves.
 2. Blood rushes to brain, causes 

unnatural activity, tends to 
recklessness in morals, heart/mind in 
danger of being corrupted.

 3. Moral/intellectual powers become 
servants of animal nature.  Victim 
loses power to discern sacred things.

 4. May cause baldness, insanity, 
even premature death.



The “lesser 
light pointing 
to the greater 

light.”

If she’s the “lesser light”, does she still have authority 
similar to the Bible?



The Issue

 The relationship of Ellen G. White’s 
writings to the Bible is one of the 

most important questions raised in 
regard to her prophetic ministry.

 Some believe that Adventists are 
setting the Bible aside and using the 
writings of Ellen White in place of the 

Bible.



The Issue
How are we to 

understand the proper 
relationship between 

Ellen White’s writings and 
the Bible?

Perhaps the best place 
to start to answer this 
question is with Ellen 

White’s opinion on the 
subject.



Ellen White Exalted the Bible

“I recommend to you, dear reader, the Word of 
God as the rule of your faith and practice. By 
that Word we are to be judged. God has, in that 
Word, promised to give visions in the "last days"; 
not for a new rule of faith, but for the comfort of 
His people, and to correct those who err from 
Bible truth.”  
(Early Writings, 78)



A proper relationship

“Brother J would confuse the mind by seeking 
to make it appear that the light God has given 

through the Testimonies [i.e., Ellen White’s 
writings] is an addition to the word of God, but 

in this he presents the matter in a false light. 
God has seen fit in this manner to bring the 

minds of His people to His word, to give them a 
clearer understanding of it.”  

(4T 246)



A proper relationship

 “The Testimonies [i.e., the writings of Ellen 
White] are not to belittle the word of God, 
but to exalt it and attract minds to it, that 

the beautiful simplicity of truth may 
impress all.”  (5T 665)

 “Little heed is given to the Bible, and the 
Lord has given a lesser light [i.e., writings of 

Ellen White] to lead men and women to 
the greater light [i.e., Bible].” 

(RH, January 20, 1903)



Some places to start when you’re 
looking for good Adventist history

 1. Start with the basic stuff, the 
general histories of the 
Adventist message
George Knight - A Brief History 
of Seventh-day Adventism, 
Ellen White's World
Gary Land - Adventism in 
America - A History, Historical 
Dictionary of Seventh-day 
Adventists

 2. Get some specific 
references or biographies
Denis Fortin, Jerry Moon - The 
Ellen G White Encyclopedia
Delbert Baker - The Unknown    

Prophet
George Knight - Joseph Bates: 
The 

Real Founder of 
Seventh-

day Adventism



Get to know our Adventist Historians

 George Knight
 Jerry Moon
 Gil Valentine
 Denis Fortin
 David Trim
 Michael Campbell
 Denis Kaiser



Look for Adventist History Outlets

Read the old magazines from certain time periods!
All of the church's publications have been digitally 
scanned and are available online, a WEALTH of 
background information - adventistarchives.org

Listen to good history podcasts
Adventist History Podcast –

Matthew Lucio
The Adventist Pilgrimage 
Podcast –

Michael Campbell and 
Greg Howell
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