
C
hristianity is primarily a
mission movement. And
the Seventh-day Adventist
Church exists for only one

reason: Mission, especially end-time
mission as Planet Earth moves to-
ward the long-awaited eschaton.
When Adventism loses its mission-to-
the-world orientation, it has lost its
only reason for existence.

The Great Commissions

When we think of mission, Mat -
thew 28:18 to 20 generally comes to
mind: “‘All authority in heaven and
on earth has been given to me. Go
therefore and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to ob-
serve all that I have commanded you;
and lo, I am with you always, to the
close of the age’” (RSV).1

But the Great Commission of
Matthew 28 is only one of at least
five mission commissions in the New



nomination, but as a called-out move-
ment of prophecy with a unique mes-
sage to teach to the ends of the earth.
That understanding has pushed Ad-
ventism around the world, making it
the most widespread unified Protestant
body in the history of Christianity.

The Adventist Journey From Anti-mission

and Anti-education

Modern Adventism views (or
should view) its massive educational
system as a major arm of its missio-
logical endeavor. But that wasn’t al-
ways so. In fact, early Adventists were
both anti-mission and anti-education.

The earliest Seventh-day Advent -
ists firmly believed that they had no
mission to the world. As they saw it,
the door of probation had been shut
in October 1844, and future mission
was impossible. Their only task was
to comfort one another and seek to
wake up backslidden Millerites until
the soon-expected end came.2

Only very gradually did they give
up their Shut Door to mission theol-
ogy in the early 1850s. Slowly, very
slowly, they began to understand that
they had a wider mission. But even as
late as 1859, Uriah Smith put forth the
idea that since the United States was
composed of people from around the
world, the message of the three angels
to every nation could be accomplished
if one person from each country as
found in the United States heard the
message. Thus, he wrote, it needed to
be preached to one German, one Aus-
tralian, one African, and so on.3 Even
20 years after the Millerite disappoint-
ment, the idea of world mission had



sionary and the opening of its first
college indicate the close tie between
mission and education. The strength
of that unity would be reinforced in
the 1890s. That decade would wit-
ness two parallel explosions in the
dynamics of the development of Ad-
ventism. The first related to mission
and the second to education. And, as
in the 1870s, the two moved together.

It is important to realize from the
outset that the mission enthusiasm of
the 1890s was not restricted to the Ad-
ventist Church. Sydney Ahlstrom, a
leading student of American church
history, has noted that “the closing two
decades of the nineteenth century wit-
nessed the climactic phase of the for-
eign missions movement in American
Protestantism.”10 One of the main stim-
ulants of that interest was the Student
Volunteer Movement for Foreign Mis-
sions, which grew out of an appeal by
Dwight L. Moody in 1886 for college
students to devote their lives to mis-
sion service. One hundred took their
stand. That number increased to 2,200
in 1887, and within a few years, many
thousands of evangelical Protestant
young people had pledged their lives to
mission service. Their Matthew 24:14-
inspired motto was: “The evangeliza-
tion of the world in this generation.”11

The foremost educational result of
that mission thrust was the rise of the
missionary college and Bible institute
movement among American evangeli-
cals. The aim of those schools was to
prepare large numbers of workers in a
short period of time to staff mission
outposts both at home and overseas.
The schools focused on providing prac-
tical training and Bible knowledge.12

Events within the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church paralleled both the mis-
sion explosion of evangelical Protes-
tantism and its educational extension.
Signs of new life in Adventist missions
began to surface in the mid-1880s. In
1886, Historical Sketches of the Foreign
Missions of the Seventh-day Advent -
ists—a book that did much to promote
a missionary spirit among Adventists—

was published in Basel, Switzerland.
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ideas,15 was probably the first to de-
velop a missionary school within the
denomination. His Sanitarium Training
School for Medical Missionaries was
established in 1889, followed by the
American Medical Missionary College
in 1895. Meanwhile, the Avondale
School for Christian Workers in Aus-
tralia (1894), the training schools stim-
ulated by Edward Alexander Suther-
land and Percy T. Magan, and the
Adventist missionary colleges, such as
Stanborough Park Missionary College
(England), Washington Missionary
College, Emmanuel Missionary Col-
lege, and Southern Missionary College
(U.S.A.), soon were dotting the Ad-
ventist landscape.

Mission expansion affected Advent-
ist educational expansion in at least
two identifiable ways. First, it greatly
increased the number of schools and
students in North America, since most
of the denomination’s early workers
came from the United States. Second,
Adventists began to establish schools
around the world so that workers
could be trained in their home fields.
By 1900, therefore, not only had Ad-
ventist educational institutions greatly
expanded in number, but the system
also had been internationalized.

The magnitude of that whole
process was compounded by unprece-
dented institutional development dur-
ing the 1890s. Besides churches and
schools, Adventists developed hospi-
tals, publishing houses, and eventually
(to a lesser extent) health-food facto-
ries in the United States and overseas.
Thus the schools were called upon to
supply ever-larger numbers of institu-
tional employees, in addition to evan-
gelistic workers.

One result of the Adventist mission
explosion in the 1890s was a similar
dynamic development in Adventist edu -
cation. As with missions, during the
1890s the educational expansion graph
goes straight up. In 1880, the denomi-
nation had two schools. By 1890, the
number had increased to 16. But by
1900, it was 245. And, as with mis-
sion, that dynamic expansion would
continue, with more than 600 schools

in 1910 and more than 2,000 by 1930.16

We need to recognize that, from its
inception, 19th-century Adventist edu -
cation had been inextricably con-
nected with foreign missions. Thus
the spread of Adventist education dur-
ing the 1890s was directly related to
the spiritual revival in the denomina-
tion’s theology in 1888 and to an en-
larged vision of the church’s mission
to the world. It is important to note
that those were positive motivators.
Negative motivators such as the need
to escape from incipient Darwinism
and religious skepticism played a
minor role. Adventist education at its
best stands for something of great im-
portance, rather than representing an
escape from the non-Christian world.

With the lessons of the 1870s and
1890s in mind, we can conclude that
Adventist education and Adventist mis-
sion are two essential parts of the same
whole. Adventist education is a dy-
namic force in a world in need of re-
demptive healing. Adventism’s educa-
tional system is obviously dependent on
church support. But the denomination’s
mission to the world is dependent upon
its ability to train the next generation



ciples and a populace that could read
their Bibles.

Late 19th-century Adventists were
inspired by similar insights. Thus, it
was no accident that Ellen White
framed her educational thought
within the context of the great contro-
versy struggle between Christ and
Satan and their respective principles.
The greatest of all the world’s culture
wars is for the minds and hearts of
the coming generations. And the epi-
center of the struggle is for the con-
trol of schooling; control of the insti-
tution that has so much to do with
shaping minds and hearts, goals and
aspirations, values and direction.

And at this point, I should note
that biblical Christianity is in a very
real sense a revolutionary movement.
But, as such, it is not out to control
the kingdoms of this world but to put
an end to the current confusion and
usher in the fullness of Christ’s king-
dom at His second advent. In that
sense, Christianity in general and Ad-
ventism in particular are revolution-
ary forces of the first order.19 Thus the
importance of a clear understanding
of the goals of Adventist education.

I trust that you have grasped the
point: Education stands at the very
center of the Great Controversy. Edu-
cation stands at the center of the
struggle for the future of all missiolog-
ical movements—whether they be
secular ideologies or religious. Hitler
understood that fact, as did Stalin, the
founders of American democracy, and
Roman Catholicism. I trust that we as
Adventists can realize that Adventist
education is not a mere sideshow in
the denomination’s mission, just an-
other institutional entity that has to
somehow be given a hesitant nod of
approval and haltingly funded as the
church goes about its important work
of winning souls. No!! Education is
central to Adventism’s mission to the
world. It is not an option. It is essen-
tial, the most essential aspect of the
church’s mission as it moves out of
the past and into the future and to-

ward the Second Advent. To repeat:
Education stands at the very center of
the Great Controversy.

That thought naturally leads to the
essentials of that education. But before
we go there, we need to see the rest of
the Adventist educational mission. We
have examined one aspect at some
length; namely, the education of future
leaders. But there is a second aspect of
Adventist education just as crucial.
Namely, its evangelistic impact on the
developing youth of the church who
we hope will give their hearts and
minds to Christ and devoted ministry
in both the professional sense and as
dedicated laypeople.

As the great controversy between
Christ and Satan plays out in the mac -
rocosmic world order, there is at the
same time a microcosmic struggle that
is continually taking place in the battle
for the allegiance of the hearts and
minds of individual children and youth.

Ellen White caught the importance
of that truth when she wrote that “by a
misconception of the true nature and
object of education, many have been
led into serious and even fatal errors.”
And here she meant fatal not merely
for this earth but also eternally fatal.
She went on to note that “such a mis-
take is made when the regulation of
the heart or the establishment of prin-
ciples is neglected in the effort to se-
cure intellectual culture, or when eter-
nal interests are overlooked in the
eager desire for temporal advantage.”20

Again, she wrote, “the necessity of
establishing Christian schools is urged
upon me very strongly. In the schools
of today, many things are taught that
are a hindrance rather than a blessing.
Schools are needed where the word of
God is made the basis of education.
Satan is the great enemy of God, and
it is his constant aim to lead souls
away from their allegiance to the King
of heaven. He would have minds so
trained that men and women will
exert their influence on the side of
error and moral corruption instead of
using their talents in the service of
God. His object is effectually gained,
when, by perverting their ideas of edu-

cation, he succeeds in enlisting par-
ents and teachers on his side; for a
wrong education often starts the mind
on the road to infidelity.”21

It is no accident that Adventists
have developed more than 8,000 ele-
mentary and secondary schools
around the world. To the contrary,
urged by Ellen White, they came to
see Adventist education for every Ad-
ventist child as an essential in the de-
nomination’s mission.

It is significant that the develop-
ment of Adventist elementary educa-
tion finds its major turning point in
the mission excitement and dynamics
of the 1890s during Ellen White’s own
foreign mission service in Australia.
While there, she noted that parents
were compelled by law to send their
children to school. That situation agi-
tated the issue of elementary educa-
tion in her mind. She wrote to her son
Willie in May 1897 that this subject
had “long been neglected” in spite of
the fact that “the first seven or ten
years of a child’s life is the time when
lasting impressions for good or evil
are made.”22 Speaking to the Aus-
tralian situation, she wrote that “in
some countries parents are compelled
by law to send their children to
school. In these countries, in localities
where there is a church, educationlly tsen to

ye made.”

22



started immediately. As a result, while
the denomination reported 18 schools
in 1895, it had 220 five years later.25

By 1900, the place of the local ele-
mentary school was firmly established
in Adventist congregations. And most
of those schools had only one teacher.
The church had taken seriously the
counsel that it should establish a
school if there were only six students.

The 1890s was the decade of ad-
vancement in Adventist education.
The church had entered the nineties
with a handful of schools and a poorly
perceived, and even more poorly exe-
cuted, philosophy of education. The
turn of the century found Adventists
with a rapidly expanding international
system of education at all levels with a
sound philosophy that had been ex-
perimentally validated. Ellen White
had been a key personality in stimu-
lating that accomplishment. By 1900,
Seventh-day Adventism was taking
both mission to all the world and the
education of every child seriously.
Those two universals were linked. Big
ideas of mission and education have

always gone together in Adventism.
Education is the engine that has thrust
forward the mission. What is most
surprising is not that they go together
but that it took the church 50 years to
finally grasp the need for both world
mission and the evangelistic mission
of education.

Adventist Educational Essentials

That thought brings us to the three
essential goals of Adventist education.
The first is to prepare young people to
function successfully in this present
world. Education for excellence in this
life and success in this world is an es-
sential aspect of Adventist education.
But if that is all it achieves, it has
failed. After all, that is the function of
the public or government schools.
And they often do an excellent job in
accomplishing that goal.

That thought brings us to the sec-
ond great goal of Adventist educa-
tion, which Ellen White hinted at in
the opening paragraph of her book

Education. “True education,” she
wrote, “means more than the pursual
of a certain course of study. It means



relates to the teaching of its unique
doctrinal package and especially the
denomination’s apocalyptic under-
standing and the implications of that
understanding for worldwide mission
and the Second Advent.

Adventism’s unique task is to
preach God’s end-time apocalyptic
message found in Revelation 14:6 to
12 to all the world. That understand-
ing has led generations of Adventist
young people to give their lives in
obscure mission fields and has
prompted older church members to
sacrifice not only the nearness of
their children, but also their financial
means to fulfill the prophetic impera-
tive in the Apocalypse of John. It has
also placed education at the center of
the denomination’s agenda.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it should be noted
that Adventist schools are unique in-
stitutions that fill a special place in
the great end-time controversy be-
tween Christ and Satan. As such, they
not only prepare students for life in
this world and introduce young peo-
ple to Jesus as Lord and Savior, but
they also inspire the coming genera-
tion with an understanding of God’s
end-time apocalyptic vision that leads
them to dedicate their lives to that vi-
sion and the advent of their Lord.

Adventist educational identity and
mission include all three of those fac-
tors in proper relationship. And Ad-
ventist education, we must never for-
get, stands at the center of the Great
Controversy. Schools are about evan-
gelism and mission. Schools are about
not only preserving the ideas and mis-
sion of Adventism, but also bringing
about the long-awaited eschaton. And
only with that thought in mind can we
grasp the importance of understanding
Adventism’s educational purpose.
After all, we as Adventists have not
one but two Great Commissions.

• The first commission is to spread
the full teachings of Jesus to the ends
of the earth. 

• The second is an educational


