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Ellen G White and the Use of Medicine: A
Contextual Review
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Ellen G White, an acknowledged pioneer of the Advent Movement that
gave birth to the current Seventh-day Adventist Church, is hailed as a
true prophetess of our time. She wrote extensively on various religious

subjects such as spirituality, church community and Christian living.

But she also wrote much about the human body, as a wonderful gift
from God the Creator; its care, use and preservation in spite of the
sinful world we live in. As one not trained in the field of medicine, yet
highly acclaimed to see visions and receive instructions from God on

the subject of human health, she has made many statements that have
invited critical analysis, even controversial debates at times. The use of
her books as medical “Bibles” has led to uprising of some extremist
views especially in the interpretations of her views on Medicine and the
use of medical implements/derivatives.

The question that offen arises in this regard is: was Mrs. EG
Whites instructions on the use of medicine absolutely prohibitive or
permissive? In this paper, the author, having looked at the bulk of the
publications (and unpublished letters) of Mrs. White on this subject,
makes a critical review of the assertions made in light of medical
history at the time of her writing and also current available evidence
based scientific knowledge. The full library of the EGW center
available online was reviewed with specific focus on the topic, for a
comprehensive appreciation of the statements made to be true to their
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context.  Further research was done in context looking at these
statements in line with publications by scientists, historians and
medical professionals on the topics under consideration. The results
and conclusions are discussed.

I. Introduction

Ellen G White (Mrs. White), a highly acclaimed pioneer of the
Advent Movement that gave birth to the current Seventh-day Adventist
Church, is hailed as a true prophetess of our time. She wrote
extensively on various religious subjects such as spirituality, church
community and Christian living. But she also wrote much about the
human body, as a wonderful gift from God the Creator, its care, use
and preservation in spite of the sinful world we live in. As one not
trained in the field of medicine yet acknowledged to see visions and
receive instructions from God on the subject of human health, she has
made many statements that have invited critical analysis, even
controversial debates at times. The use of her books as medical
“Bibles” by some, has led to the upsurge of some extremist views
especially in the interpretations of her views on Medicine and the use
of medical implements/derivatives.

In this paper, the author analyses many of the statements made in
regard to health contextually. For this paper, the books, Ministry of
Healing (MH), Ministry of Health and Healing (MHH), Christian
Temperance and Bible Hygiene (CTBH), Counsels to Parents,
Teachers, and Students (CT), Counsels on Health (CH), Counsels to
the Church (CCh), Counsels on Diets and Foods (CD), Healthful
Living (HL), Medical Ministry (MM), Selected Messages, Book 2
(2SM), and Mind, Character and Personality, vol. 1 & 2 (IMCP,
2MCP) were reviewed as the mainstay of the discussion. Furthermore,
review was done on a number of Manuscript Releases, Miscellancous
collections — Loma Linda Messages, and some periodicals. 1t is noted
that in many of her other writings not directly considered here, there
are various references to the different topics of health though not
relating to the question of medicine as under consideration.

The books selected above were considered to hold the greatest
proportion of her writings with materials relevant to the subject and as
such comprehensive enough to make reasonable relevant conclusions
on the topic.

The conclusion reached is that Mrs, White was emphatic on discase
prevention as the best approach to health preservation. This prevention
will prioritize knowledge as well as appreciation of the human
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anatomy and physiology, coupled with nature study. In the event of
disease occurring, one should use knowledgeably and judiciously
remedies that will have the least side effects on the patient.

I1. State of Health and Medicine in the Late 1800 to Early 1900

To appreciate the writings of Mrs. White on health, one needs to
appreciate the environmental and time context of these writings.
Historical records show that health practices and general hygiene were
very crude in the period that Mrs. White lived. The practice of
medicine was just beginning to acknowledge and use evidence based
scientific methods. Medical schools and institutions of training for
health professionals were unregulated and at times fundamentally
profit driven. In her book Lotinos, Portions, Pills and Magic: Health
Care in Early America, scholar and writer Elaine G Breslaw paints a
very vivid yet bleak picture of the situation back then:

There were no licensing requirements for medical personnel or
professional oversight. In the face of declining respectability,
physicians, anxious to reestablish their credentials, began to use
more extreme depletion methods. Their model was Benjamin
Rush, who as a leading physician at the turn of the century
proposed using more extreme bleeding and purging. The poorly
trained could point to the dramatic effects of their therapies as a
form of success.

But not all people accepted this “heroic” medicine. The result was
a proliferation of competing health initiatives, a growth of
medical sectarians such as homeopaths, hydropaths, new
botanical theorists such as Thomsonianism as well as fitness
gurus such as Sylvester Graham and John Harvey Kellogg. . ..
The more orthodox among the established physicians came to
depend more and more on their extreme heroic depletion
methods. The lancet, the glister (enema), and mercury were the
major tools. The followers of folk medicine, the midwives, and
other non-academic practitioners favored herbal therapies and
diet more than depletion (although they never gave up purging
their patients), and they grew in popularity among all segments of
the population by the end of the eighteenth century.

Diagnostic tools like the stethoscope and thermometer were
ignored, and those like X-rays had not yet been invented. The
existence of cells, bacteria, or viruses was not known nor were the
functions of most organs understood. (Breslaw, 2014, pp. 2-5).
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This is a time where records show there was little, if any,
understanding of human physiology, anatomy or even the presence of
micro-organisms like viruses and bacteria as we know them today.
The human body was believed to have various compartments with
fluids, of four main types: blood, phlegm, green bile and yellow bile.
This was known as humoral medicine, adopted from Ancient Greek
and Roman physicians. Disease as such was caused by an imbalance in
these fluids (Wikipedia, 2018, s.v. “Humorism”), hence the
prescriptions of bleeding if one thought disease was due to the higher
proportion of blood; purging through use of emetic solutions or enemas
to cause vomit or diarrhea, etc. Many medical theories that rose during
that era and have persisted to our time without much influence of
scientific findings that are evidence based still hold similar positions. In
fact, most main stream medical practices use a few of these remedies in
restricted and specific ways guided by evidence base like bleeding to
take blood for testing or enema to relieve constipation.

However, there are still other schools of thought that have clung
tightly to these and using the remedies of periods before 1700 in much
the same way, like Unani, Ayurveda and some so called alternative
therapy methods (NCCIH, 2008). The end to humoral medicine, as far
as the medical fraternity is concerned, came in 1858, thanks to Rudolf
Carl Virchow (1821-1902) and his theory of cellular pathology (Silver,
1987).

Even nursing as practiced then was highly influenced by all these
theories. These were highly revolutionized by Florence Nightingale
(1820-1910), as exemplified in her School of Nursing at St Thomas
Hospital, London, England. These principles were to be emulated in
USA for the first time at Bellevue Hospital School of Nursing, New
York City, 1873 (Wikipedia, 2018, s.v. “Nursing School”).

Mortality rates were high and many died more from the treatment
of so called “doctors”, hence, the uprising of other streams of therapy
like homeopathy, that rose in Germany from Samuel Hahnemann, first
proposed in 1796 whose mainstay of treatment was highly diluted
remedies (Loudon, 2006) and Iridology- the study and treatment based
on the iris (eye component) chart established in 1880 (Day, n.d),
though the idea was around since around 1660 (to mention but a few).
Furthermore, the opening of trade routes saw an import of other
ancient treatments from other communities like Acupuncture from
China, Reiki from Japan, Ayurveda from India, Aromatherapy from
Egypt, India, among others.

The use of herbs as family recipes has always been a part of the
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human race handed over among families within tribes for centuries
worldwide, including America. As health challenges mounted due to a
combination of many factors, these were the mainstay of community
health survival. Each community had their medicine champion of one
form or another.

Not only was medical practice and drug use as practiced back then
a challenge to general health and survival, the medical practitioners
themselves were rare, even in the rather industrialized places like the
America in the early 1800. Although the first medical school in
America was opened in 1722, this cadre grew very slowly and only the
few privileged could gain admittance to such schools which were
generally private (National Institutes of Health, 2018). For example,
admittance to such schools was only the privilege of the male gender
as history records that the first female doctor in America, Elizabeth
Blackwell (1821-1910) graduated in 1849 (Wikipedia, 2018, s.v.
“Elizabeth Blackwell”). Later, the enrolment of women increased in
the nursing schools which were mostly run by Catholic orders and the
first national school was only opened in 1884, the School of Nursing at
Detroit’s Harper Hospital 873 (Wikipedia, 2018, s.v. “Nursing
School). As such professional nurses or doctors were rare in simple
farming and working communities where the masses lived. Against the
above background, Mrs. White received her first visions on health
reform in 1863 (White, 2014, p. 481).

II1. The Approach and Viewpoint of Health Portrayed by Mrs.
White

From the first recorded vision in Otsego, 1863, through all
subsequent instructions given, the premise of concern is the restoration
of man to his original image, as when he came from the hands of God.
This viewpoint then leads one to pursue preventive medicine and
preservation of the health one already has. She says:

In order for children and youth to have health, cheerfulness,
vivacity, and well-developed muscles and brains, they should be much
in the open air, and have well-regulated employment and amusement.
Children and youth who are kept at school and confined to books
cannot have sound physical constitutions. The exercise of the brain in
study, without corresponding physical exercise, has a tendency to
attract the blood to the brain, and the circulation of the blood through
the system becomes unbalanced. Ellen Gould White, 1913, p. 83;
White, 1991, p. 209).

She is looking at the youth as already having this precious gift of
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health, which they can preserve and keep at optimal by following the
ancient Biblical practices as given to Adam and Eve in Eden. She is
not against children studying or the reading of books but advocates for
balance in the use of the brain and the muscles. In so doing, a lot of
possible discases born out of indolence will be avoided. Now we
know today that diseases like obesity and diabetes can be traced to
mactivity among children. This approach to health of preservation and
prevention of disease is seen in her advice on general lifestyle issues
like dressing and general temperance:

When the weather will permit, those who are engaged in
sedentary occupations, should, if possible, walk out in the open
air every day, summer and winter. The clothing should be
suitable, and the feet well protected. (White, 1890, p. 100)

It 1s important that instructions should be given by ministers in
regard to living temperately. They should show the relation which
eating, working, resting, and dressing sustain to health. (White,
1933, p. 10)

Temperance in all things of this life is to be taught and practiced.
Temperance in eating, drinking, sleeping, and dressing is one of
the grand principles of the religious life (White 1954, p. 394)

It is within the same essence that she gives advice in diet, drinks
and all food items, including how or when these are used as shown in
the quotation below. She asserts that they are to be used primarily for
nourishment and keeping the body fit. And much care should be taken
that food or drinks do not bring disease to the body, or breakdown the
existing health. This is very much in line with 1 Cor 10:31 “whether
we eat or drink, do this to the glory of God”. God cannot be glorified
by a sick body, especially of a self-inflicted nature.

Many make a mistake in drinking cold water with their meals.
Taken with meals, water diminishes the flow of the salivary
glands; and the colder the water, the greater the injury to the
stomach. Ice water or ice lemonade, drunk with meals, will arrest
digestion until the system has imparted sufficient warmth to the
stomach to enable it to take up its work again.... Eat slowly, and
allow the saliva to mingle with the food. The more liquid there is
taken into the stomach with the meals, the more difficult it is for
the food to digest; for the liquid must first be absorbed. Do not eat
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