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Introduction 
In his recent insightful Spectrum article on the way Seventh-day Adventists express their view of God, Rick Rice referenced the oft noted observation by Adventist scholars that the Adventist view of God as Trinity, as held today, has emerged through a process of “evolution.”   He also ventures that he wasn’t sure we could not tell just when and how the transformation took place.
  Recent historical research, however, does in fact enable us to know more clearly how the transformation happened, and it is a fascinating story.  This article will first seek to explain why Adventist pioneers were anti-Trinitarian and note the motivation that accounted for the denomination’s change in stance.  It will then explore how the change came about.  
Anti-Trinitarian Antecedents

George Knight makes the claim at the outset of his book Search for Identity: The Development of Seventh-day Adventist Theology, that most of Adventism’s founders and pioneers would not have been able to join the church today if they had been required to agree to the 27 fundamental beliefs.  Most of them he says would not have been able to get past belief number two on the doctrine of the trinity.
 Beliefs four and five would have been equally problematic.  Knight is right.

Prominent Sabbatarian Adventist leaders joined the Millerite movement from a background of involvement in Christian Connectionist congregations and they did not like the doctrine of the trinity. Emerging in the early decades of the nineteenth century, these Christian Connection churches formed a loosely organized “restorationist” movement that was strongly anti-creedal, individualistic, anti- organization and anti-Trinitarian.  Appealing to Christians dissatisfied with the formalism and rigidity of their Baptist and Episcopalian Methodist beliefs, the movement was antagonistic to trinitarianism largely it seems because it did not fit their rational nineteenth century “common sense” approach to understanding scripture.  Because of the way they interpreted the doctrine they associated it with the “great apostasy” of the early Christian church and in their desire to “restore” the authentic church of the New Testament, this heresy needed to be dropped.    Christian Connection congregations often drifted into Unitarianism.
 According to Henry Morrill “several thousand” members of the Christian Connection congregations were lost to the Millerite movement in the early 1940s.
  Some eventually became Sabbatarian Adventists and when they did they brought their anti-Trinitarianism with them. 
A number of Adventist scholars, beginning with Erwin Gane in 1963, have tried to document these “sins of the fathers” of Adventism.
  The list of “sinners” is extensive and included such luminaries as James White, M. E. Cornell, Joseph Bates, J. N. Andrews, J. H. Waggoner, J. N. Loughborough, Uriah Smith, W. W. Prescott and R. F. Cottrell. 
These earliest Adventist leaders were not just passive objectors to the doctrine as non-Trinitarians, they were actively hostile to the doctrine.  They were anti-Trinitarian.  And they were hostile to any “creed” that enshrined it.
What is remarkable is the about-turn that occurred in Adventist thinking on the issue.  Over the decades, tentative expressions of the doctrine began to appear in Adventist literature, then more and more confidently until in 1980 a fully-fledged doctrine of a triune godhead was enshrined prominently as number 2 on the list of the church’s carefully crafted statement of 27 fundamental beliefs.  This statement of beliefs was based on earlier informal lists but in 1980 it became the first list to be actually formally voted by the church – a vote that was taken at a General Conference Session in Dallas Texas. How did this happen? 

Following Gane, other scholars have not only documented the anti-Trinitarian view of early Adventist leaders but they have also tried to account for how and why the remarkable change took place.  These later scholars have included Russell Holt (1969), LeRoy Froom (1971), Merlin Burt (1996), Woodrow Whidden (1998) and Jerry Moon (2003).  All have suggested that Ellen White was somehow involved with the change.
  And therein lies somewhat of a conundrum.
The Early Ellen White

We know that Ellen White was an informed and confessionally baptized Episcopalian Methodist Christian.  And we know that Episcopalian Methodists held the doctrine of the Trinity as their first article of faith.
 As an early Sabbatarian Adventist living in the midst of anti-Trinitarians, however, and married to a very vocal one by the name of James, she too seems to have adopted an anti-Trinitarian stance.  As Jerry Moon points out, she also had a particular personal difficulty with one phrase in the creed of her childhood church. Her husband and other Adventist preachers ridiculed the Methodist creed because they could not conceive of God as being “real” if as the creed said God was “without body or parts.”
  For the early pioneers this assertion spiritualized God to the extent of making God unreal.  Ellen White saw this as a particular problem in the years immediately following the 1844 disappointment because in her thinking it greased the slippery slope for the slide of Joseph Turner’s group of Millerites into spiritualistic interpretations that quickly led to fanaticism and excess.  Turner’s group believed that Christ had come “spiritually” in a mystical way in 1844.  It seems that Ellen White thought that a clearer more adequate belief in the form and corporeality of Jesus would have prevented this kind of fanaticism. 
This corporeality of Jesus extended to God the Father.  In some of Ellen White’s early visions the issue of the reality and form of God was one of her preoccupations and she recalled asking questions in her visionary visits to heaven. “I asked Jesus if His Father had a form like Himself.  He said He had, but I could not behold it . . .”
  For her to grasp the reality of God at this stage of her experience it seems that God needed to be represented as a person in the “form” of a person i.e. with body and parts, as people normally understood persons.  It seems she had to see that God had to have a corporeal form.  The response to her enquiry from Jesus about this was positive: “I am in the express image of My Father’s person,” Jesus responded to her question.
 The form was real, “literal” and “tangible,” like the Jesus whom she talked to in vision. This answer helped her take a firm theological opposition to the error of Joseph Turner and his spiritualistic explanation of the trauma of the 1844 disappointment. 
But there were other problems Ellen White and other early Adventists had with the idea of a triune God.  One such theological difficulty was what happened on the Cross. Deity was immortal and could not die – therefore Jesus could not have been divine in the same way that God the Father was divine.  And then on the other side, if only the humanity part of Jesus died on the cross how could that be adequate for redemption?  And there were other problems. Adventist pioneers thought the idea of the Trinity confused the father and the son.  And then further, if scripture referred to Christ as “the Son” did this not necessarily mean in “common sense” language that the Christ was necessarily of later origin? A final objection argued that the Holy Spirit was not a person because scripture spoke of the Spirit as being “poured out” or “shed abroad” and how could that be true of a real person?

Because of the force of these objections, the first four or five decades of Adventism were clearly dominated by anti-Trinitarianism.  Ellen White reflected this context.  For example, in her earliest book publications her attempts to describe the planning in the councils of heaven for creation, the origin of sin, the problem of the fall and the plans for redemption she casts her description in a decidedly Arian framework.  The Son is elevated to equality with God at a later time and it is a new status for the angelic hosts to relate to.
 Ellen White’s later language at best was vague and ambiguous and could be understood and accepted by both anti-Trinitarian and Trinitarian viewpoints as both George Knight and Jerry Moon observe.
  If Ellen White could still subscribe to the rest of her pre-Adventist Methodist understanding of the nature of God that “in unity of this God-head, there are three persons of one substance, power, and eternity;—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost” she did not ever make it an issue.  She did not ever use any of the regular confessional Trinitarian language when talking of the nature of the Godhead.  She did not ever use the term “Trinity.”  In fact, if anything, the later language that Ellen White used when she came to speak specifically of the nature of the Godhead, as she did in the first decade of the twentieth century, is rather odd sounding.  
During the first decade of the twentieth century Ellen White sought to correct an overemphasis on the immanence of God in the world promoted by the J. H. Kellogg school of thought – an emphasis which resulted in understanding the presence of God to be in all nature as a kind of immaterial, spiritual force.  This way of thinking about God tended to lose the concept of God’s personality and transcendence.  Ellen White sought to resolve the tension and highlight the transcendence of God by using odd sounding expressions. “There are three living persons of the heavenly trio. . .”
  “The three great powers in heaven . . .” “The three holy dignitaries of heaven.”
 “The eternal heavenly dignitaries – God, Christ and the Holy Spirit.”
 All of which, if pushed too hard, could be seen to be leaning to tri-theism. Only rarely did Ellen White use the term “God-head.”
Could it be that the unusual expressions came about because she wanted to avoid the use of the term Trinity in order to avoid unnecessary confrontation and conflict with the anti-Trinitarians on the one hand and yet felt the need to address the overemphasis on the immanence of God by the J. H. Kellogg school of thought on the other hand?  This tension posed a particular dilemma for the church at the turn of the century.
A Paradigm Shift

If early Adventist leaders were anti-Trinitarian and Ellen White was also Arian but later ambiguous and non-specific in her language on the Godhead we are still left with the question raised earlier, how did such a marked change in Adventist theology come about?  How did the movement change from being anti-Trinitarian to having a full but carefully honed expression of the doctrine listed prominently as number two in their statement of beliefs?  
The development happened gradually and with considerable discomfort.  Jerry Moon suggests that a study of Adventist literature reveals a five-stage sequence of development from anti-Trinitarian dominance (1846-1888), to a period of dissatisfaction (1888-1898), a paradigm shift (1898-1913), followed by a general decline in anti-Trinitarian advocacy (1913-1946) and then finally a growing Trinitarian dominance (1946-1980).  The paradigm shift which he locates after the publishing of Ellen White’s Desire of Ages in 1898 he suggests gave rise to the change.
  
Periodization is always an inexact exercise given the fluid nature of historical development, and paradigm shifts are not simple events but lengthy messy processes of intellectual change. I would argue that a closer study of the correspondence of church leaders of the period allows a more nuanced and a much clearer understanding of the steps in the process of development.  Contra Moon, I suggest the paradigm shift should be understood as beginning a decade earlier.
The paradigm shift that took place in Adventist understanding of the Godhead emerged out of the discussions and debates on soteriology that began in 1886, boiled over at the historic 1888 Minneapolis General Conference Session and then flowed out across conferences and congregations.  Somewhat like the Copernican revolution which involved a shift from a geocentric to a heliocentric understanding of the solar system, the slow historic shift that took place in Adventism gradually removed the Ten Commandments and a legalistic focus on keeping the law from the center of Adventist thinking and replaced it with Jesus.  Adventist theology moved to become Christocentric. And just as the Copernican revolution took an extended period of time to become settled, so did the change in Adventism. Or to change to a computing metaphor for the purpose of illustration, what occurred in 1888 may be understood as something like the reprogramming of Adventism - a replacement of core code and the establishment of new algorithms. The new code removed bugs and made Adventism much more user friendly. 
Scholarly studies that have looked for the sources of change recognize the 1888 Conference as a watershed event but they have tended to see the publishing of Ellen White’s Desire of Ages (1898) as the primary source and cause of the change.  But that is only partially true.  The preparation of Desire of Ages was not a simple process of God pouring out new draughts of truth down a pipeline of visions about Jesus in the holy land into Ellen White’s mind and out through her pen. That is an idealistic, oversimplified and necessarily distorted understanding of how God worked through Ellen White.  Nor does this simplistic understanding adequately account for the reality of how the Adventist community developed in its journey of faith and grew in its understanding.  To have a more factual and realistic understanding does not diminish confidence that from a faith perspective, we still discern the mystery of a providence at work.   
A Slice of History

The process of how the change occurred and why it occurred has become much clearer as wider correspondence sources have become available.  None of the accounts by Jerry Moon, Merlin Burt or George Knight seem to have been aware of the existence of a cluster of letters written in the 1940s in which Leroy Froom, then editor of Ministry magazine editor, and Arthur Spalding, author of the Origin and History of Seventh-day Adventists, dialogue with Herbert Camden Lacey about the background to the change.  A retired bible teacher, at the time, and brother-in-law to the late W. C. White, Lacey recounts a series of important theological developments in Australia in the mid-1890s.
  Evidence from the contemporary 1890s correspondence between W. W. Prescott, A. G. Daniells, E. G. White and W. C. White confirm and complement the general account by Lacey.  The events related by Lacey, Prescott and Daniells unfold a fascinating back story that helps us understand why and how new perspectives on the nature of the Godhead came to be found in the Desire of Ages.
As we have already observed, the 1888 conference initiated a radical realignment in Adventist soteriology.  Subsequently over time the person and salvific work of Jesus came to be the focus of Adventist preaching and teaching rather than the Law.  Clearer views of Jesus and the wonder of God’s grace opened windows on new landscapes for Adventists.  The clearer understanding of soteriology – particularly the primacy of Justification by Faith struggled for recognition in Adventism during the immediate subsequent decade following 1888.  This was associated with a growing awareness by leading church thinkers that this new and clearer emphasis on the atoning work of Christ and on righteousness by faith was and needed to be integrally linked with a more adequate understanding of the full deity of Christ and led to the undermining of Arianism in Adventism.
The controversy over new soteriological insights that shook the Adventist church in 1888 may be seen as paralleling similar developments in the early Christian Church.  As Maurice Wiles points out, the decisive factor in the triumph of Athanasius over Arianism during the Christological controversies of the third and fourth centuries in the early church can be attributed to a clearer understanding of soteriology on the part of the wider church.  The underlying conviction strengthened in the church that the source of salvation for the believer can only be God.  In its simplest form it found expression in the affirmation that “Created beings cannot be saved by one who himself is a created being.”
 Robert Gregg and Dennis Groh also point out that early Arianism “is most intelligible when viewed as a scheme of salvation.”  At the center of the scheme was “a redeemer whose life of virtue modeled perfect creature hood and hence the path of salvation for all Christians.”  Salvation was ultimately by good living.  The Anathasian system clearly presented Christ as a fully divine savior in a way that Arianism failed to do.  Early Adventism with its strongly legalistic understanding of salvation was perhaps linked to and dependent on its Arianism in more subtle ways than we have previously realized. 

The first steps in 1888 soon led in the mid-1890s to a need to also recognize the personality of the Holy Spirit.  With those two theological convictions becoming rooted in the thinking of the church’s thought leaders, the implications for the acceptance of a doctrine of the Trinity followed.  These events happened in a way that illustrates an important truth about the forming of Christian doctrine.  Such developments in theology grow out of the experience and understanding of salvation, closer bible study, the experience of worship and the need for better apologetics.
The Story
While we hear a good deal of the names of A.T. Jones and E. J. Waggoner as the agents of change in connection with the developments emerging out of 1888, study of the correspondence of the period suggest that it was the President of Battle Creek College and Education Secretary for the General Conference, Professor W. W. Prescott who was much more of the change agent in this particular process than has often been realized. Following 1888, Prescott had experience forgiveness and the grace of God in a way he had never experienced before.  In the years following the landmark 1888 session Prescott began to re-think Adventist evangelism and apologetics in order to cast them in the new soteriological and more Christocentric framework. He took seriously Ellen White’s 1892 challenge that “Ministers need to have a more clear, simple manner of presenting the truth as it is in Jesus.”
 In late 1893 in a public evangelistic program he conducted in the Independent Congregational Church in Battle Creek, Prescott pioneered a public presentation of Adventist teachings, the Sabbath, the Covenants and the prophecies in a fresh gospel setting.  One prominent citizen, James Upton who attended the meetings remarked to W. A. Spicer that “they had heard more gospel here than they have heard for many years.”
  It was a Christocentric presentation of Adventist theology and mission – and represented a radical departure from traditional approach to presenting Adventist teaching. During 1894 and early 1895 he continued to read and reflect on what a Christocentric focus for Adventist teachings meant.  
In mid 1895 Prescott travelled to Australia to spend almost a year down under helping get Avondale College started and working with A. G. Daniells,   Ellen White and W. C. White in strengthening the Adventist presence in Australia and New Zealand.  Just prior to leaving for the South Pacific Prescott had accepted an assignment to write the study material for the Sabbath School lesson quarterly scheduled for use in the church in late 1896.  The assigned topic was a study of the Gospel of John but the series was to be different in an important way.  Instead of taking one quarter to study the Gospel, fairly superficially, it had been decided that the whole year – the 52 weeks of lessons over four quarters – would  focus on the fourth Gospel and Prescott would write all four.  On his month-long voyage out to Australia the professor spent much of his time studying the Gospel and apparently convictions began to develop with him that the church needed to be clearer in its convictions about the eternal pre-existence of Christ and its corollary, the eternal full deity of Christ.

Not long after he landed in Sydney he made his way to a secondhand book store and bought himself an English translation of the German theologian, Augustus Neander’s influential Lectures on the History of Christian Dogma and apparently focused his study on chapter 6 which  deals with the Christological and Trinitarian controversies of the early Christian centuries.  (Prescott’ underlined copy of the book was still on the shelves of the Andrews University Library when I studied there in the early 1980s.  It was heavily underlined in Prescott’s distinctive style in the chapters dealing with those controversies.) 
This doctrinal history informed Prescott’s thinking about the implications of the teaching of the fourth Gospel.  By December of 1895 at the Tasmanian camp meeting he had completed the first quarter of readings and had shown the manuscript to W. C. White to get feedback.  White was impressed because the notes opened up a new “wide field of thought.”

In the meantime Prescott had been the lead preacher at an evangelistic camp meeting in Melbourne and had presented his new Christocentric gospel-centered approach to doctrine to appreciative audiences there.  Ellen White and her son W. C. White who sat in the audience were very impressed with the new approach. “His theme from first to last and always is Christ,” reported an awed W. C. White and his mother Ellen White was certain that “the inspiration of the spirit had been on him.”  According to Daniells, “preaching Christ and him crucified” rather than traditional Adventist doctrinal sermons made for sermons “full of power.” 

What made Prescott’s new approach so helpful was that Uriah Smith’s Daniel and Revelation has been widely sold by colporteurs in the strongly Anglican city and there had developed a strong reaction among the public that Adventists were a semi-Arian sect who did not believe in the pre-existence of Christ and therefore did not accept the full divinity of Jesus.  Prescott’s preaching of “sound Christian doctrine” and his “uplifting of Jesus” with its strong emphasis on the full deity of Christ “completely disarmed the people of prejudice” reported Daniells. “The minds of the people have been completely revolutionized with regards to us as a people,” he added in his report to the General Conference president.  And Prescott’s approach drew a better class of people to the meetings noted Ellen White.  Clearly,  the Christocentric approach, apologetics and deeper bible study was working together in a symbiotic way to bring about the reshaping of Adventist thinking about the nature of the Godhead.
 The desire to have the essence of Adventism correctly understood on this occasion was as much a motivation as the need to understand scripture better.
Further Reflection on the Full Deity of Christ 
Prescott continued his intensive study of the Gospel of John as part of his preparation of the second quarter sequence of Sabbath School bible study guides and this study led him to a reconsideration of the theological implications of the series of Jesus’ “I Am” statements in the fourth gospel.  These insights led to a deepening conviction about the eternal deity of the Son.

Early January 1896 found Prescott in Cooranbong about 80 miles north of Sydney, New South Wales, where he shared in the pioneering establishment of a new school at Avondale.  Although the teachers were already on hand, legal complications over the transfer of land had delayed the erection of buildings and the planned beginning of classes in March.  With the frustrating delay it had been decided that beginning in late March, instead of having classes for students, the church leaders would convene what moderns would call a professional development program for the teachers and ministers.  They called it an “institute” - a month-long general bible and education conference.  A large tent was pitched and Prescott was the featured instructor.  Participants considered matters of curriculum and pedagogy but the meetings were most memorable for Prescott’s preaching on the gospel of John and the divinity of Christ.  
The integrating theme for Prescott’s studies on the Gospel of John was the “I Am” statement of Jesus in John 8.58 which Prescott linked with the “I Am” declaration of Yahweh in Exodus 3.14. For Prescott this now clearly established the eternal existence and the deity of the Son.  He then went on to see the same theological implications in all the other “I Am” statements of Jesus in the Gospel.  Christ was therefore the Yahweh of the Old Testament, fully God and co-eternal with the Father.
Herbert Lacey, the 25-year-old brother-in-law to Willie White also attended the institute meetings.  He had recently returned from the United States where he had obtained his BA degree in the classics from Battle Creek College.  He had returned to teach at the new school and thus he was also invited to speak at the Institute.  He and his new wife boarded with his younger sister and W. C. White and thus they became part of the extended Ellen White household around her new house “Sunnyside” along with his step-mother and aging father who had come up from Tasmania to be close to their daughter.  In his later recalling of the events of 1896 Lacey reported on other highly significant related factors which now enable us to see how and why this particular year becomes so significant in the development of Adventist theology.
Lacy explains in his correspondence with Le Roy Froom that during early 1896 and even as the Institute was being held, Ellen White was working through an extensive revision process on the manuscript for her book on the life of Christ – eventually published two years later as Desire of Ages.  Ellen White had asked Prescott to read the entire manuscript critically.  Marion Davis, Ellen White’s “book maker” was struggling with the collation and arrangement of materials for the first chapter and also the sequencing of some events in the narrative for other early chapters.  Both Marian Davis and Ellen White attended Prescott’s Bibles studies on John and were deeply engaged and impressed. Marian took extensive notes of the sermons and there were many moments of new insight.
Marion sought further help with the editorial and book-making process and according to Lacey, both he and the professor helped extensively with the difficult first chapter and also in clarifying significant parts of the harmony of the gospel events that provided the undergirding story line for the book.  With the input from Prescott’s preaching and his Sabbath School lessons, according to Lacey, Prescott also had a significant impact in the shaping of its teaching about the eternity of the Son. “Professor Prescott was tremendously interested in presenting Christ as the great ‘I Am’. . . Sr Marion 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.”
 Lacey went on to explain, “Professor Prescott’s interest in the ‘Eternity of the Son’ and the great ‘I Am’s’ coupled with the constant help he gave Sr Davis in her preparation of the Desire of Ages, may serve to explain the inclusion of the above-named teaching in that wonderful book.”
 
Another noticeable inclusion in the Desire of Ages that reinforced the changing paradigm was Ellen White’s statement about Christ’s life being “original, unborrowed and underived.”  This statement was also in the context of an “I Am” statement.  “Jesus declared, ‘I am the resurrection, and the life.’ In Christ is life, original, unborrowed, underived. ‘He that hath the Son hath life’ (1 John 5:12). The divinity of Christ is the believer's assurance of eternal life.”  The wording in this expression had been paraphrased from an 1854 book in Ellen White’s library by a virulent anti-Catholic Scottish clergyman John Cumming, entitled Sabbath Evening Readings on the New Testament: St John.
  It is interesting to notice that most of the scriptural passages that Ellen White drew on to underline the new emphasis on the divinity of Jesus in Desire of Ages came from the Gospel of John.

The Holy Spirit as a Person

The account provided by Lacey informs us that a second strand of theological insight that contributed to the development of the Adventist doctrine of the Godhead was also initiated in Australia at this same time and in the same place.  This second strand involved the beginning of a shift to understanding the Holy Spirit to be a person instead of as an “it”.  Again, documentation from the 1890s corroborates Lacey’s recollections written in the 1940s. It happened like this.
Following Prescott’s successful evangelistic meetings in Melbourne, A. G. Daniells and his evangelistic team stayed on cultivating interests and establishing churches with the newly baptized members. Lacey joined them.  In their regular workers’ meetings together each morning, the ministers decided to use as a study or devotional guide a little book Daniells had picked up in a second hand bookstore entitled The Spirit of Christ published in 1888 by the well known Dutch Reformed South African author Andrew Murray.
 The book has since become a Christian Classic. This insightful and balanced book on the person and work of the Holy Spirit proved to be spiritually and theologically helpful to Daniells and his minister colleagues. In the opening chapter in the book, Murray asserted, 
It is generally admitted in the Church that the Holy Spirit has not the recognition which becomes Him as being the equal of the Father and the Son, the Divine Person through whom alone the Father and the Son can be truly possessed and known, in whom alone the Church has her beauty and her blessedness.
 
Daniells remarked to Prescott who by now had become a spiritual mentor to the Australian Conference president that he found chapter 16 on the Holy Spirit and Mission to be particularly helpful. The mission of the church would be empowered if the work of the Spirit was more widely appreciated.

The lack of recognition of the Holy Spirit as the equal of the Father was soon to be addressed in Adventism.  At the Cooranbong Bible Institute in March and April, A. G. Daniells presented a series of bible studies on the Holy Spirit based on his reading of Andrew Murray’s book and he was supported in the preaching endeavor by Lacey who had developed a keen interest in the topic. 
Before Lacey’s return to Australia he, with some other students from Battle Creek College, had attended an International Student Volunteers meeting in Detroit.  There they had heard famous preachers like Hudson Taylor, A. J. Gordon, J. R. Mott and A. T. Pierson speaking on Mission and the work of the Spirit.  Moved by what he heard, Lacey had studied the topic on his month-long voyage back home to Australia in late 1895.  The encounter with Daniells’ second hand copy of Andrew Murray strengthened the new convictions.  They were soon advocating that Adventists begin to think of the Holy Spirit as the third person of the Godhead instead of thinking of just a power or influence.  According to Lacey there was considerable discussion amongst the ministers on the matter of the personhood of the Spirit and a realization that they would need to adjust their language to accommodate this understanding.  The meeting at Cooranbong was the venue where these twin streams converged. 

The very next month, on May 10, 1896 for the first time, Ellen White used the personal pronouns “He” and “Him” repeatedly to describe the Spirit in a manuscript she wrote on the “Holy Spirit in our Schools.” It took some time for Daniells and Lacey and Ellen White to reprogram their long established speech and writing patterns whereby even later they sometimes referred to the Spirit as “it.”  But change had begun. The insight that the Spirit was the “third person of the Godhead” was first publicly expressed in writing by Ellen White in 1897, in letters written to ministers.
  It was also reflected in the Desire of Ages published in 1898.
  Lacey remembered Daniells pointing out to him on the campus at Cooranbong this particular statement in the first edition of the book.
  Then the following year Ellen White would address the students on the Avondale Campus in these terms: “We need to realize that the Holy Spirit who is as much a person as God is a person, is walking through these grounds.”
  She could not have shared such an insight three years earlier. Further similar statements appeared in 1906.
Change Comes Slowly

There does not seem to have been much turmoil over the quiet developments in far-off Australia.  Prescott continued his Christocentric emphasis. Desire of Ages was read more widely and the church’s patterns of thought slowly began to change until it was more common to talk of Adventists believing in the doctrine of the Trinity.  Eventually, seventeen years later, in a tentative way the new understanding was included in an informal summary of the “cardinal features” of Adventist faith in the Review in 1913.  The statement, framed by editor F. M. Wilcox referred to Adventist belief in the “Divine Trinity.”  But the statement was still ambiguous enough on the divinity of Christ as to be acceptable to those who were of the old view.  The statement referred to Jesus as “the Son of the Eternal Father.”
  Within the General Conference building in Washington, D.C., however there were forward thinking leaders who were increasingly aware of the need not only to clarify and restate Adventist theology but also of the need to make sure that other Christians and the general public had a correct understanding of what Adventists now believed about soteriology and christology.  Apologetics – the need to avoid being misunderstood—continued to be a driving motivation in the widening consensus on the doctrine of the Trinity in Adventism.  W. A. Spicer, the well-informed General Conference secretary reported to L. R. Conradi in the early months of World War I that the Review and Herald Publishing house had appointed a committee tasked with the work of revising the widely circulated book Bible Readings for the Home Circle to ensure the removal of the now inappropriate semi-Arian expressions on the nature of Christ.  Urgent work had also been undertaken to revise the Arianism out of “Thoughts on Daniel” while “Thoughts on Revelation” still needed to be attended to.
  

During the 1920s, as is evidenced by the 1919 Bible Conference transcripts, the topic of the Trinity was still a very sensitive issue with pastors being labeled either as progressives or conservatives depending on their stance on the issue.  Discussions on the topic became so heated at the conference that the stenographer was asked to stop taking notes on the discussion.  But that was about as disruptive as the topic became.  Again in 1930 F. M. Wilcox and a committee of four church leaders were requested to draft a more formal summary statement of Adventist beliefs in response to a perceived need to have such a document in the denomination’s annual Yearbook.  According to Froom, Wilcox drew up the 22 point statement for consideration of his colleagues.  It was also reviewed by F. D. Nichol before being published without any further formal consideration or approval in the 1931 SDA Year Book.
 Froom reports Nichol as telling him that Wilcox still had to word the statement conservatively “in the hope that it might be acceptable to those who had held divergent views, especially over the Godhead.”
 
The recollection of M. L. Andreason illustrates how the general church membership and the ministry generally understood the change to have occurred.  A leading Bible teacher in the 1930s and 1940s, Andreason attributed the change exclusively to Ellen White and the Desire of Ages.  “I remembered how astonished we were,” he recalled, “for it [Desire of Ages] contained things that we considered unbelievable; among others the doctrine of the trinity.” (He was twenty-two years old at the time and just beginning his ministry.)  He cited the statement about Christ’s life being “original, unborrowed, underived” as being almost revolutionary.
  Andreason was unaware of the events of 1896 and the background to the writing of Desire of Ages.  If any church leader was in a position to correct the over-simplification none of them did.  It was probably just not safe to do so.  The oversimplified understanding prevails in many quarters still today.

Ellen White’s own growing understanding and the influence of Desire of Ages and other works slowly led to a broad consensus of understanding on the nature of the Trinity.  Clearer views of Jesus and of the Spirit who testifies of him changed the way Adventists think about the Godhead.  The change, profound though it was, never seemed to have seriously threatened the unity of the church.  Rather, the temperature of the discussions over the issue seemed to have stayed at a low level with an occasional localized boiling over.  For example, Prescott was vigorously attacked by a fundamentalist pastor in the late 1940s over his views on the Trinity.  In the mid-1950s debate over the nature of the deity of Christ and Trinitarian doctrine again moved to center stage following discussions with evangelical leaders Walter Martin and Donald Barnhouse. On this occasion the issue of apologetics again became the main motivating factor in the attempt to find ways to express Adventist understandings more clearly and adequately both for those inside and those outside the community.
This change in theology eventually reflected itself in the worship experience of the church.  In his 1947 letter looking back on the state of affairs in the church 50 years earlier, Lacey lamented that Adventists did not ever sing Trinitarian hymns.   This was a notable omission for people who became Adventists from an Anglican background as his family had done.  They missed the lofty, theologically profound, hymnodic language of the church he grew up in.  Not until the 1941 edition of the hymnbook could Adventist compilers bring themselves to include such grand favorites as “Holy, Holy, Holy,” in an Adventist hymn book.  The editorial committee was even prepared to include even the stanza concluding with the words “blessed Trinity.” According to those who know, R. B. Hannum, the chair of the editorial committee who was of an arian persuasion, took it upon himself and without authorization at the very end to rewrite the language of the poet, as “God over all who rules eternity.”
 The word “Trinity” still squeaked in however, in the last stanza of Hymn 45 “The Sun is on the Land and Sea.”

 In 1985, in the new edition of the hymn book, Adventists eventually included in their version of the grand and familiar hymn “Holy, Holy, Holy,” the stanza that had the expression “God in Three Persons, Blessed Trinity.”  It is the only hymn in the 1985 hymn book that uses the word “Trinity” although there are six others that refer to the Godhead or the expressions three in one or one in three.
Adventist theology has changed in this area for a number of reasons.  It changed because we came to have clearer views of Jesus. It changed because we came to understand the doctrine of salvation more clearly.  It changed because we needed to help others understand us better and in the process we understood ourselves better.  It changed because we studied scripture more closely.  It changed because Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would continue to lead us into truth, toward clearer understandings of God and the wonder of God’s grace. And for that we can be grateful.
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