
It is a commonplace among church leaders at all 
levels (from James White forward), and among 
students of Adventist history generally, that 
Ellen G. White did not initiate any Seventh-day 
Adventist doctrinal positions. But in fact, late in 
her ministry, Mrs. White did precisely that. With 
the publication of The Desire of Ages in 1898, 
she quietly, arbitrarily and unilaterally redirected 
Seventh-day Adventist theology of the Godhead 
from a generally semi-Arian position to one that 
is fully Trinitarian. What few Adventists seem 
to realize is how she acquired her position. This 
brief paper focus on compelling evidence for the 
who, when, where and how of Mrs. White’s rather 
personal and punctiliar evolution on the Godhead 
without which the mid-1950s rapprochement 
with the evangelicals could not have taken place, 
and Questions On Doctrine would not have been 
published.

1868-1874 was an unusually rough time for 
the toddling Seventh-day Adventist Church.

Nathan Fuller, at that time the most charismatic 
and effective soul winner among the remnant, and 
president of the New York-Pennsylvania Conference, 
had confessed to serial adultery and the embezzlement 
of six months tithes and offerings from several of his 
congregations.1

Roswell Cottrell and J. N. Loughborough, 
pioneers of the third angels’ message, were 
recovering from extended battles with typhoid 
fever2 when Cottrell replaced the felonious Fuller as 
conference president.3

James White had recently returned from a 
debilitating stroke, with his bi-polar tendencies 
exaggerated.4 And with no authority whatever to 
do so, in 1868 he tore down a nearly completed, 

four-story addition to the nascent Western Health 
Reform Institute.5

Later (early 1870), with the same brigandine 
authority, White disfellowshipped all but thirteen of 
the 400-member Battle Creek Seventh-day Adventist 
Church.6 George Amadon and Uriah Smith were 
among Battle Creek’s “crooked ones,” who lost their 
membership (and their jobs at the Review and Herald 
office) to the purge.7

Roswell changes the subject
Although since 1851 he had written in the 

neighborhood of 1,000 items for the Advent Review 
and Sabbath Herald, Roswell Fenner Cottrell (great 
grandfather to the late SDA Bible Commentary editor, 
Raymond Forrest Cottrell) never had written an 
article about the nature of the Godhead. He’d taken 
shots at the doctrine of the Trinity along the way,8 but 
so had lots of other Adventist pioneers9 of both fame 
(G. W. Amadon,10 J. N. Andrews,11 Joseph Bates,12 
R. F. Cottrell,13 J. B. Frisbie,14 D. W. Hull,15 J. N. 
Loughborough,16 Uriah Smith,17 J. H. Waggoner18 
James White,19) and, somewhat undeserved, infamy 
(J. M. Stephenson,20 and D. M. Canright).21

Why Cottrell chose in 1869 (and this late in his 
writing ministry) to address the Trinity topic is a 
mystery. He did clarify why he had not written about 
it before: “I do not think it the most dangerous heresy 
in the world.” And belief in it he considered “not so 
much an evidence of evil intention as of intoxication 
from that wine of which all the nations have 
drunk.”22—Roman Catholicism.

Peacemaker that he was, Roswell may have 
simply been trying to write on something (provide 
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some column inches for the Review) that was 
manifestly not, in the Adventist context, at all 
controversial. Or it may be that he had been watching 
the protracted, on again-off again, merger flirtation 
between the Unitarians and his former restorationist 
friends of the Christian Connexion23—both 
belligerently Arian. And they were not just Roswell 
Cottrell’s former brethren.

Adventism’s Christian roots
Few third-millennium Adventists realize how 

much they owe their theological peculiarity to the 
Christian Connexion that congealed from several 
Protestant rivulets in the early nineteen hundreds.24 
Beginning with the 1844 disappointment, three of the 
remnant’s minority position doctrines—conditional 
immortality, the destruction of the wicked and a 
militant anti-Trinitarianism—were inherited from the 
Christian Connexion.25

Well before the Millerite movement, Roswell 
Cottrell’s father had grown up Seventh Day Baptist; 
but then he married Mary “Polly” Stillman, the 
seventeenth of Dr. Elisha Stillman’s seventeen 
children.26 Dr. Stillman’s sixteenth child, Mary’s 
next older sibling, was the Reverend Willet Stillman, 
a Christian Connexion minister27. . . and Roswell 
Cottrell’s uncle.

Very reasonable conjecture suggests it was the 
influence of Willet Stillman that encouraged John 
Cottrell (while maintaining the seventh-day Sabbath) 
to leave the Seventh Day Baptists over the immortality 
of the soul, the eternal punishment of the wicked 
and the Trinity. It seems just as likely that through 
John Cottrell’s influence Willet Stillman became the 
Sabbatarian who converted his Plainfield, New York, 
congregation to a seventh-day Sabbath-keeping (but 
otherwise) Christian Connexion church.28

All of this explains how it was that Roswell 

Cottrell could write in January of 1869, “My 
early religious education was a cross between the 
doctrines of Seventh-day[sic] Baptists and those 
of the denomination calling themselves Christians. 
The true Sabbath was taught me from my infancy, 
and I . . . never have been tempted to give it up; but 
in other doctrines my bias was toward the Christian 
denomination, so that my proper appellation would 
have been seventh-day Christian.”29

It also explains why Roswell, when he heard 
William Miller’s message, did not take up the 
“midnight cry.” He had “believed in the personal 
appearing of Christ, according to the Scriptures,” 
from his youth, “but when the Millerite heralds 
announced, in 1843 and 1844, “The hour of his 
judgment is come . . . I felt no disposition to oppose 
it.” But he “was not disappointed when the time 
passed by.” From Roswell’s perspective “the 
proclaimers of the Advent [were] in darkness in 
regard to the commandments of God, and bowing [by 
their Sunday keeping] to an institution of Papacy; and 
perhaps,” he concluded, “this was the reason I did not 
believe.”30

Finally, it makes sense that when in 1850 he 
encountered the earliest issues of the Review and 
Herald, emphasizing the fourth commandment—as 
well as his Christian Connexion heresies—Roswell 
Cottrell and his father had found a doctrinal home.31

For the position advanced here, it is important to 
recognize that of Seventh-day Adventism’s founding 
“trinity,” two (James White and Joseph Bates) were 
Christian Connexion ministers. Other early Adventist 
leaders who came from one Christian Connexion 
congregation in Washington, New Hampshire, 
included “[Cyrus K. and William] Farnsworth, Mead, 
[C. P.] Russell . . . Ball” and, most notably, Uriah 
Smith, who “was converted in that Washington 
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church.”32 In short, a substantial group of the earliest 
disappointed Millerites to join the Sabbath and shut 
door Adventists defected (apostacized?) en bloc 
from the Washington, New Hampshire Christian 
Connexion congregation.

Nevertheless, the Millerites were refugees from 
a diverse cross-section of denominations; Andrews 
University professors Woodrow Whidden, Jerry 
A. Moon, and John Reeve estimate that of the 
Millerite leaders 8 percent were from the Christian 
Connexion33—including the most effective promoter 
of Miller’s end-time message, Joshua Vaughan 
Himes,34 and its subsequent chronicler, Isaac 
Wellcome.35 And from lists he compiled, Leroy E. 
Froom was able to determine that of the twenty-nine 
Millerite expositors who wrote on the book of Daniel, 
the greatest number (nine) were from the Christian 
Connexion; and of the twenty-three who expanded 
on Revelation, again the largest number (seven) were 
from the Christian denomination.36

“in a sense not contrary to sense”
The Millerites who attached themselves to 

Joseph Bates, James White and Ellen Harmon White 
(the Methodist outcast) were nearly of one mind 
in their social, religious and political prejudices. 
They were abolitionists who detested the American 
government. And although they were theologically 
and ecclesiastically libertarian in the extreme (anti-
organizational, anti-creedal, anti-Catholic), the focus 
here is on their militant anti-Trinitarianism.

It was Roswell Cottrell’s understanding that the 
Trinitarian heresy had “been a popular doctrine and 
regarded as orthodox ever since the bishop of Rome 
was elevated to the popedom on the strength of it.” 
And when he finally wrote an article about the Trinity 
in 1869 he was brief, emphasizing two points: “1. Its 
name is unscriptural—the Trinity, or the triune God, 

is unknown to the Bible; and I have entertained the 
idea that doctrines which require words coined in the 
human mind to express them, are coined doctrines. 2. 
I have never felt called upon to adopt and explain that 
which is contrary to all the sense and reason that God 
has given me”—that three individuals were actually 
one individual and also the reciprocal.37

“But if I am asked what I think of Jesus Christ,” 
Cottrell’s reply was, “I believe all that the Scriptures 
say of him.” This was not a dodge, as he went on 
for several column inches stringing together biblical 
phrases pertaining to Jesus (or Christ) and his Father 
that seem at first glance problematic, insisting that he 
believed each.

If the testimony represents him as being in glory 
with the Father before the world was, I believe 
it. If it is said that he was in the beginning with 
God, that he was God, that all things were made 
by him and for him, and that without him was 
not anything made that was made, I believe it. If 
the Scriptures say he is the Son of God, I believe 
it. If it is declared that the Father sent his Son 
into the world, I believe he had a Son to send. 
If the testimony says he is the beginning of the 
creation of God, I believe it. If he is said to be the 
brightness of the Father’s glory, and the express 
image of his person, I believe it. And when Jesus 
says, “I and my Father are one,” I believe it; and 
when he says, “My Father is greater than I,” I 
believe that too; it is the word of the Son of God, 
and besides this it is perfectly reasonable and 
seemingly self-evident.38

Roswell then explained to his own satisfaction 
“how I believe the Father and Son are one . . . in a 
sense not contrary to sense.”

If the “and” in the sentence means anything, the 
Father and the Son are two beings. They are one 
in the same sense in which Jesus prayed that his 
disciples might be one. He asked his Father that 
his disciples might be one. His language is, “that 
they may be one, even as we are one.”39
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Recognizing this explanation appeared to lead 
commandment keepers into a dilemma, Cottrell 
asked, In “worshiping the Son and calling him 
God, [do we not] break the first commandment of 
the Decalogue?” His answer concluded the article 
with a profusion of Bible quotations supporting the 
argument that “God the Father required both men 
and angels to worship the son; therefore we honor 
God in honoring his Son.”

No; it is the Father’s will “That all men should 
honor the Son, even as they honor the Father.” 
We cannot break the commandment and dishonor 
God by obeying him. The Father says of the Son, 
“Let all the angels of God worship him.” Should 
angels refuse to worship the Son, they would rebel 
against the Father. Children inherit the name of 
their father. The Son of God “hath by inheritance 
obtained a more excellent name than” the angels. 
That name is the name of his Father. The Father 
says to the Son, “Thy throne, O God, is forever 
and ever.” Heb. I. The Son is called “The mighty 
God.” Isa. ix, 6. And when he comes again to 
earth his waiting people will exclaim, “This is 
our God.” Isa. xxv, 9. It is the will of the Father 
that we should thus honor the Son. In doing so 
we render supreme honor to the Father. If we 
dishonor the Son we dishonor the Father; for he 
requires us to honor his Son.

But though the Son is called God yet there is a 
“God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 1 
Pet. i, 3. Though the Father says to the Son, “Thy 
throne, O God, is forever and ever,” yet, that 
throne is given him of his Father; and because 
he loved righteousness and hated iniquity, he 
further says, “Therefore God, even thy God, 
hath anointed thee.” Heb. i, 9. “God hath made 
that same Jesus both Lord and Christ.” Acts. ii, 
36. The Son is “the everlasting Father,” not of 
himself, nor of his Father, but of his children. His 
language is, “I and the children which God hath 
given me.” Heb. ii, 13.40

Cottrell’s scriptural argument seems to imply 

a heavenly hierarchy of beings any of which might 
appear as gods to humans.

Within five weeks the Review published Cottrell’s 
rejoinder to a critique of his article that had appeared 
in the Baptist Tidings, suggesting that Cottrell’s 
concern “seemed to be solely in the use of the word 
trinity . . . . [because] the term ‘trinity,’ or ‘triune 
God,’ does not occur in the Bible.” The Tidings author 
noted other commonly held Protestant “belief[s] 
and expression[s], ‘immortality of the soul,’ [and] 
‘future rewards and punishment,’ as samples” of other 
doctrinal terms not found in Scripture—and doctrines 
Cottrell did not believe.41

Nevertheless the seasoned Adventist feinted with 
an admission: “A term not found in the Scriptures 
may truly express a scriptural idea,” and then 
threw a three-punch combination: “If our friend 
had coupled with” his examples “‘the first day of 
the week’ as the ‘Christian Sabbath’ . . . [he] would 
have formed a trinity, or at least a trio, not only of 
unscriptural expressions, but of unscriptural ideas 
and doctrines, all of which have been ‘generally 
received’ from the ‘mother church,’ without a 
scriptural investigation.”42

Roswell followed that volley with a quick left 
and right:

As for the examples which the Tidings refers to as 
scriptural truths, though not found expressly stated 
in the Scriptures, we observe that the Bible does 
promise a reward to the righteous and punishment 
to the wicked, and the fact that they are promised 
makes them future. But the “immortality of the 
soul,” though “generally received,” is not only 
an expression not found in the Scriptures, but the 
idea is not found there, except as the reward of the 
righteous, to be conferred at the resurrection of 
the just.43

The Tidings critique of Cottrell had defined the 
“trinity of God” as “the three offices of Father, Son, 
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and Holy Spirit, in one divine and eternal Person.” 
Cottrell responded, “We understand that the term 
trinity means the union of three persons, not offices, 
in one God; so that

	 The Father, Son and Holy Ghost,
	 Are three at least, and one at most.”

It was that idea—“That one person is three 
persons, and that three persons are only one 
person”—that Cottrell found “contrary to reason and 
common sense.”44

The Tidings author claimed that when Cottrell 
described the Trinity notion as “contrary to all the 
sense and reason God has given me,” he was putting 
“his ‘sense and reason’ in direct antagonism to 
the doctrine of the trinity.” Then he surmised that 
“Perhaps the word ‘contrary’ was only designed to 
mean out of reach of his [Cottrell’s] sense and reason, 
or above them.” The snide Tidings writer thought that 
likely, but he objected to the notion that “what sense 
and reason God has given” Cottrell might be “the 
measuring-rod of God himself.”45

Without reservation Cottrell agreed that “The 
being and attributes of God are above, beyond, [and] 
out of reach of my sense and reason.” What he 
objected to was a doctrine that “is contrary, yes, that 
is the word, to the very sense and reason that God has 
himself implanted in us. Such a doctrine he does not 
ask us to believe.”46

Cottrell brushed over the speculative extremes 
on which barrels of ink had been spent. “Some have 
made Christ a mere man, commencing his existence 
at his birth in Bethlehem; others have not been 
satisfied with holding him to be what the Scriptures 
so clearly reveal him, the pre-existing Son of God, but 
have made him the ‘God and Father’ of himself.”47

“When Jesus says, “I and my Father are one,’” 
Cottrell remonstrated, “do not add to it ‘person,’ 

but understand them to be one, as two, three, or 
any number of Christians are one . . . . Then when 
the same divine Son of God says, ‘My Father is 
greater than I,’ you will not make him contradict 
himself. But if you interpolate person, or being, you 
have a contradiction, and are obliged to resort to 
another invention.” Cottrell provided more examples 
and more logic; but in closing he focused on two 
points: human “sense and reason are very limited,” 
he wrote, but “the little we have,” God “doubtless 
intended we should use in the investigation of his 
word.”48

“Let us believe all he has revealed, and add 
nothing to it,” he concluded.49

“Perhaps I should not have written my first article 
on the subject of the trinity,” wrote Roswell, because 
it had the potential (he quoted from Proverbs 17:14) 
to start “strife . . . as when one letteth out water,” that 
is difficult to stop.50

Although he wrote for another twenty-three years, 
Cottrell did not let out any more water (or ink) on 
the Trinity issue. Others did, but not significantly, 
until 1889, when the emphasis on righteousness by 
faith that E. J. Waggoner and A. T. Jones brought 
to the 1888 General Conference session began to 
concentrate intellects more steadily on the kind of 
Savior required for a vicarious atonement—a focus 
that to many minds leads only to moral cul de sacs. 
Waggoner wrote, “The fact that Christ is a part of 
the godhead, possessing all the attributes of Divinity, 
being the equal of the Father in all respects, as 
creator and Lawgiver, is the only force there is in the 
atonement. . . . Christ died ‘that he might bring us to 
God’ (1 Peter 3:18); but if He lacked one iota of being 
equal to God, He could not bring us to Him.”51 For 
Waggoner, Christ was a simulacrum of the Father; but 
that did not Waggoner a Trinitarian make.
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Change of place; change of theology

As many Adventists realize, Mrs. White was exiled 
to Australia in late 1891,52 at the behest of the beast 
of her own creation. How could she refuse a vote of 
the General Conference in session, after having in 
1875 “been shown that . . . . when the judgment of the 
General Conference, which is the highest authority 
that God has upon the earth, is exercised, private 
independence and private judgment must . . . be 
surrendered”?53

“I had not one ray of light that He [the Lord] 
would have me come to this country [Australia]. 
I came in submission to the voice of the General 
Conference, which I have ever maintained to be 
authority,” the prophetess wrote from Australia late 
in 1896.54 But in the middle of 1895 she had written 
to the General Conference leaders saying, “I know 
that God sent me here . . . .”55 At the very end of 1896 
Ellen White wrote the General Conference president 
to make certain he understood that “The Lord was 
not in our leaving America. He did not reveal that it 
was His will that I should leave Battle Creek. . . . The 
Lord would have had W. C. White, his mother, and 
her workers remain in America. . . . It was not the 
Lord who devised this matter.”56 But a little more than 
two years later the prophetess wrote to the General 
Conference in its spring session to share with it what 
God was telling her: “Ask of my people the means 
that should have gone to advance the work in the 
Australasian field, the new world to which I have 
sent you.”57 And then eight months later, in a letter 
soliciting funds for the Australian work, Mrs. White 
wrote, “God sent me to Australia. . . . Call to the men 
in America, call to Dr. Kellogg, for the help which 
they should give to build up the work in places where 
I have sent my experienced workers.”58

Nevertheless, during her sojourn in the Antipodes 

Mrs. White unilaterally adjusted the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church’s doctrine of the Godhead—a 
revision process that was neither argued nor 
articulated. And nowhere has it been explained 
with very much candor how this revision actually 
came about.59 In 2002 the aforementioned Andrews 
University professors made a manful effort in The 
Trinity: Understanding God’s Love, His Plan of 
Salvation, and Christian Relationships to contend that 
it was the accumulated weight of decades of visions 
that led in 1898 to the Trinity-friendly statements first 
published in Ellen White’s The Desire of Ages which 
“became the continental divide for the Adventist 
understanding of the Trinity.”60

But there is in Ellen White’s personal history, and 
in documents available at Andrews University, an 
alternative explanation that relies more on parsimony 
than on the prophetic gift.61

As the lone Methodist come-outer among the trio 
credited with founding the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, Ellen Harmon White was raised on a 
Trinitarian creed. She spent her adult life immersed in 
the writings of widely published nineteenth-century 
English (and uniformly Trinitarian) clerics, regularly 
requisitioning passages from their writings for the 
printed matter (articles and books) that was published 
over her name. She would have to be inhuman, not be 
influenced by her upbringing and her reading.

Time and chance
Somewhere the book of Ecclesiastes says there is 

an element of time and chance in all things.62 Halfway 
through her Australian sojourn, Ellen White wrote 
a letter to W. L. H. Baker.63  The young pastor had 
done editorial work at Pacific Press in California and 
at the nascent Echo Publishing House in Australia, 
before engaging evangelistic work in Tasmania.64 
Five paragraphs of White’s letter address Christology. 
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After warning Baker to be “careful, exceedingly 
careful” how he presented the human nature of Christ, 
Mrs. White counseled him not to set Jesus “before 
the people as a man with the propensities of sin,” 
like Adam’s posterity who were “born with inherent 
propensities of disobedience.” She emphasized the 
point adding, “not for one moment was there in Him 
an evil propensity.”65

The paragraphs from that letter, published 
1956 in the SDA Bible Commentary’s Ellen G. 
White comments on the Gospel of John, are closely 
paraphrased from a Sermon by Henry Melvill 
entitled “The Humiliation of the Man Christ Jesus.” 
In counseling Pastor Baker, White adopts Melvill’s 
argument and language for the nature of Christ that is 
neither pre-lapsarian nor post-lapsarian.66

As it happened (Ecclesiastes again), Herbert 
Camden Lacy,67 a young man raised in the Church of 
England (and therefore Trinitarian), was brought “into 
the Truth” in 1888 during his late teens by “Elder 
M. C. Israel, and young brother W. L. H. Baker.” He 
“went through Healdsburg College, and Battle Creek 
College, with a dim sort of a feeling that there was 
something wrong about our teaching on the Ministry 
and Personality of the Holy Ghost.”68 At the age of 
twenty-four, Lacey went to Australia (September, 
1895) to teach Bible and Greek in Melbourne, 
Victoria, at the precursor to Avondale College. (In 
1897 the College was relocated to its present site in 
Cooranbong, New South Wales.)

A month earlier, William Warren Prescott, then 
Adventism’s foremost educator and minister,69 
also went to Melbourne to assist in setting up the 
ministerial training school that would become 
Avondale College. Prescott was working on a year’s 
worth of Sabbath School quarterly lessons based on 
the Gospel of John, and he took advantage of the 

long sea voyage to immerse himself in a study of the 
beloved disciple’s reminiscence. When he arrived in 
Sydney (August 1895) he bought a second-hand copy 
of Augustus Neander’s Lectures on the History of 
Christian Dogmas.70  Prescott’s typical, heavy blue 
underlining begins at the Trinity in chapter six of 
volume one.71

Marian Davis, who Willie White referred to as 
his mother’s “bookmaker,”72 was “severely taxed 
in preparing the work Desire of Ages,” Ellen White 
acknowledged privately.73 Marian appealed to both 
Lacey and Prescott for help with Desire of Ages. She 
took copious notes while sitting in on separate lecture 
series presented by the two educators. According to 
Lacey (who Dores. E. Robinson says was “the first 
one he knows of to teach the straight doctrine of 
trinity in Australia”74),

Professor Prescott was tremendously interested 
in presenting Christ as the great “I AM” and in 
emphasizing the Eternity of His existence, using 
frequently the expression “The Eternal Son.” 
Also he connected the “I AM” of Exodus 3:14, 
which of course was Christ the Second Person of 
the Godhead, with the statement of Jesus in John 
8:58, which we all agreed to; but then linked it 
up also with other “I ams” in that Gospel—7 of 
them, such as “I am the Bread of Life” “I am the 
Light of the Word” “I am the Door of the Sheep” 
etc. all very rich in their spiritual teaching—but 
which seemed a little far-fetched to me especially, 
as the “I am” in all these latter cases is merely the 
copula in the Greek, as well as in the English. . 
. . Sr. Marian Davis seemed to fall for it, and lo 
and behold, when the “Desire of Ages” came out, 
there appeared that identical teaching on pages 24 
and 25, which, I think, can be looked for in vain 
in any of Sr. White’s published works prior to that 
time.75

Lacy suspected that “Professor Prescott’s interest 
in the ‘Eternity of the Son,’ and the great ‘I AMS’ 
coupled with the constant help he gave Sr. Davis in 
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her preparation of the ‘Desire of Ages,’ may serve to 
explain the inclusions of the above-named teachings 
in that wonderful book.”76

While Prescott “stressed especially the ‘Eternity’ 
(past as well as future) of the ‘SON’ the eternal 
I AM, in his conferences and camp-meetings in 
Australia,” it was Lacey “who taught the Personality 
of the Holy Spirit (not Corporeality—a very 
different thing, as I know you understand!) but 
that the Holy Ghost was not a mere Influence, but 
a distinct Person, even the Third Person in the 
Godhead, and should therefore be spoken of as He, 
Him, His, Himself, if we would be truly reverent!”77

Marian Davis, wrote Lacey, “was greatly 
worried about finding material suitable for the first 
chapter. She appealed to me personally many times 
as she was arranging that chapter (and other chapters 
too for that matter) and I did what I could to help 
her; and I have good reason to believe that she also 
appealed to Professor Prescott frequently for similar 
aid, and got it too in far richer and more abundant 
measure than I could render.”78

Sometime in 1896 there was a complete draft 
of The Desire of Ages, but Mrs. White had asked 
Prescott to review it critically;79 and after an 
indeterminable amount of revision, it was published 
two years later.80

Although Lacey and his wife were tasked to 
teach at Cooranbong, Marian Davis, Lacey said, 
was “anxious to have me join the editorial staff 
of Sr. White’s books . . . but I was far too much 
interested in the Educational work to give that 
up, even though Elder W. C. White favored the 
editorial idea quite a bit.”81

When Lacey conducted “a series of Bible 
Studies at the 9:00 o’clock hour in a convention 
in Cooranbong in 1896,” he expanded on “the 

ministry of the ‘Holy Ghost’ in our lives as . . . 
a real, definite, divine person the Comforter as 
taught by Jesus Christ in His last paschal discourse, 
and as revealed in the book of Acts . . . .” This, he 
recalled, was “very much to the interest (I well 
remember!) of Sr. Marian Davis, who took copious 
notes.” A. G. Daniells, then president of the Central 
Australian Conference, “was frequently present” at 
Lacey’s lecture series, “and expressed conservative 
appreciation.” But “When the ‘Desire of Ages’ came 
out in 1898, Brother Daniells himself called my 
attention to the expression found on page 671, where 
the Spirit is spoken of as ‘the third person of the 
Godhead’ . . . and made some kindly comments.”82

Writing to Arthur Spalding (as W. C. Whites 
brother in law) decades after the fact (May Lacey was 
Willie’s second wife), Lacey asked Spalding, “why 
do we not more generally speak of Him [the Holy 
Spirit] in that way, as [did] . . . the Early Writings of 
Sr. White, until she came under the influence of her 
husband and other of the pioneers?” As he closed, 
Lacey responded to a Spalding question: “‘How prove 
the unity of the faith in our succession if our pioneers 
were Arians, and we are Athanasians?’ Well now, the 
answer is obvious—to you, as well as to the rest of 
us; so, let us leave it there!”83

Twenty-one years later, as he chaired the 1919 
Bible Conference in July of that year, General 
Conference President A. G. Daniells was uncertain 
about the eternal deity of Christ. Prescott and 
Lacey, both present and assertive, supported the 
notion.84

“We could hardly believe it”
Not many church members noticed the 

unannounced change in Seventh-day Adventists 
Christology; but M. L. Andreasen noticed. It was 
probably in 1909 or 1910 that he went to Healdsburg 
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to see Ellen White “with a number of quotations 
that I wanted to see . . . in the original in her own 
handwriting.” He recalled “how astonished we 
were when Desire of Ages was first published, 
for it contained some things that we considered 
unbelievable, among others the doctrine of the 
Trinity which was not then generally accepted by the 
Adventists. Andreason “was particularly interested in 
the statement in Desire of Ages . . . : ‘In Christ is life, 
original, unborrowed, underived.’ p. 530. . . . We could 
hardly believe it,” recalled Andreasen, “but of course 
we could not preach contrary to it. I was sure Sister 
White had never written, ‘In Christ is life, original, 
unborrowed, underived.’ But now I found it in her own 
handwriting just as it had been published.”85

If Andreasen was startled to find such a 
Trinitarian statement in the Desire of Ages, imagine 
his alarm had he noticed among the books in Mrs. 
White’s library John Cumming’s Sabbath Evening 
Readings on the New Testament: St. John that 
contained the statement: “He [John the apostle] 
at once begins by asserting the Deity of Christ as 
God and Lord of all; and he states, ‘In him was 
life,’—that is, original, unborrowed, underived.”86 
It would be interesting to know whether Andreasen 
could have made a silk purse from the results of Fred 
Veltman’s thorough, General Conference-sponsored 
study of Ellen White’s sources in fifteen chapters 
randomly selected from The Desire of Ages.87

As Andreasen checked other statements of 
interest, he “found that they were Sister White’s 
own expression. . . . In the final analysis,” he said, 
“it was her work all the way through.” Andreasen 
became “profoundly impressed with the fact that 
Desire of Ages was really her work. I could account 
for the writings of Sister White only on the basis of 
inspiration.”88

Handwriting proof
Elder Andreasen was not the first Adventist 

to use handwritten Ellen White material as proof 
that her writings were inspired, and certainly not 
derivative. “We are sometimes told that she required 
the assistance of secretaries and that all the beauties 
of her wonderful books are the work of assistants, 
wrote J. S. Washburn, at the beginning of his twelve-
page pamphlet entitled, “A Wonderful Letter in 
the Handwriting of Mrs. E. G. White.” He sold 
“copies of this invaluable document” from his 404½ 
West Washington Street in Hagerstown, Maryland, 
for “whatever you consider it worth.” Washburn 
believed the charges regarding Mrs. White’s need 
for secretaries and assistants “This letter in her own 
handwriting, proves . . . false.” Rhetorically he asked, 
“Could any other living person without the direct aid 
of the Holy Ghost write so wonderful a letter so filled 
with the very breath of heaven—the Holy Spirit?”89

Unless the Reverend John Harris was filled with 
the very breath of heaven 60 years earlier, Washburn 
was wrong. Because nearly all of the letter’s five 
long, consecutive, devotional paragraphs were 
paraphrased closely from pages 91-94 of the 1836 
edition of John Harris’ The Great Teacher.90

Old light by fiat
Had James White and J. N. Andrews lived 

during the production of The Desire of Ages, the 
leading brethren would have studied the matter of the 
Godhead for some time, J. N. Andrews would have 
written a definitive review of the relevant Scripture 
and a position would have been taken—subject, 
of course, to confirmation by “the gifts.” In their 
absence, the Seventh-day Adventist doctrine of the 
Godhead appears to have been changed by stealthy, 
borrowed fiat.

The obituary sketch in the Review for April 19, 
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1892, said that of his final night Roswell Cottrell 
“held that pen literally to the last. . . . He wrote nearly 
all night. Just at the last he wanted to rise to offer 
prayer. When assured he had not the strength to rise, 
“he prayed on his bed, with his family around him, 
then like a tired pilgrim and a battle-worn soldier, he 
dropped away in the peaceful slumber of death.”91

But if Roswell was wrong in his conditionalist 
belief regarding the state of the dead, he could not 
have rested in peace, when six years later his beloved 
Sister White took the church (to which he had 
contributed so much) quietly, arbitrarily, unilaterally 
Trinitarian.
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