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Ellen G. White and mental health

by Merlin D. Burt

Ellen G. White was one of the
three principal founders of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. She
held a unique leadership role in the
emerging church: she had the gift
of prophecy. In her public ministry
of more than 70 years, she received
hundreds of visions and dreams with
messages ranging from personal coun-
sel to issues pressing upon the newly-
founded church — in such areas as
faith and doctrine, organization and
mission, health and education, etc.
Although she wrote prolifically and
with authority, she never understood
her writings to be additional scrip-
ture. Throughout her life and min-
istry, she pointed to the Bible as the
Christian’s rule of faith and practice.
One of her major roles was to help
individuals and the church organiza-
tion to understand and follow God’s
will. Though she had no formal men-
tal-health training, she often served
as a spiritual counselor for people
who had various emotional and psy-
chological needs. She touched the
lives of thousands of people and gave
them new hope with a healthy spiri-
tual, mental, and emotional focus.
Her extensive writings demonstrate
sympathy for mental health issues.
Among other material, she wrote
an important chapter titled “Mind
Cure” in her book the The Ministry of
Healing. In 1977, the Ellen G. White
Estate published a two-volume com-
pilation titled Mind, Character, and
Personality: Guidelines for Mental and
Spiritual Health.

This article will present briefly
Ellen White’s understanding of men-
tal health, her personal and family
experiences, and her role as a counsel-
or on issues affecting mental health.

How White understood
mental health

When Ellen White used the term
“mental health,” she associated it
with “mental clearness, calm nerves,
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a quiet, peaceful spirit like Jesus.”' In
order to understand her observations
on mental-health issues, it is necessary
to understand her use of 19*-century
language. For example, she used the
words “diseased imagination” to refer
to delusional thinking or emotional
imbalance and “despondency, which
increases to despair” when speaking
of depression.> She also used the term
“mind cure” to describe mental health
issues.

Ellen White’s understanding of
human nature was based on the bibli-
cal view that human nature is inher-
ently sinful and needs external help
from God. To her, Jesus was the great
healer of the sin-damaged human
mind. “It is impossible for us, of our-
selves,” she wrote, “to escape from
the pit in which we are sunken. Our
hearts are evil, and we can not change
them.” She then quoted Job 14:4 and
Romans 8:7 to support this view. She
continued: “Education, culture, the
exercise of the will, human effort,
all have their proper sphere, but here

they are powerless. They may produce
an outward correctness of behavior,
but they cannot change the heart;
they cannot purify the springs of life.
There must be a power working from
within, a new life from above, before
[men and women] can be changed
from sin to holiness.”

For Ellen White, there was a con-
vergence of psychology and theology.
The two must interplay and, when
correctly integrated, provide the
most help for the human mind and
emotions. For her the true source of
mental and emotional health was God
the loving Father, Jesus the “Great
Physician,” and the Holy Spirit the
“Counselor.”

Ellen White strongly advocated
a proper connection between the
physical, mental, and spiritual in the
human experience. “The spiritual life
is built up from the food given to the
mind; and if we eat the food provided
in the Word of God, spiritual and
mental health will be the resule.
True mental health was dependent
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upon establishing a proper balance
between the body and the mind. “We
cannot afford to dwarf or cripple a
single function of the mind or body,
by overwork or abuse of any part of
the living machinery.” She used the
phrase “physical and mental health”
to show the link between the two: the
physical and mental dimensions are
closely connected and require proper
balance and care. She believed that a
right environment, right actions, and
a proper diet facilitated mental health.
She was also a strong advocate of the
healing benefits of nature, a right atti-
tude, and acts of service for others.®

Personal experience

Ellen White’s philosophy on mental
healch, while informed by her study of
the Bible and her visions, was connect-
ed to her own experience. Through
her long life, she was no stranger to
emotional pain and psychological
challenges. As a child she was intro-
verted, shy, and emotionally sensitive.
To this was added the complication
of a physical disability. During her
younger years, she experienced fearful-
ness and hopelessness that brought
about protracted periods of depression.
In addition to her personal struggles,
her immediate family was touched
with mental disability issues.

Ellen White’s fundamental touch-
stone for mental and emotional health
was an understanding of the lov-
ing character of God. As a child she
viewed God as a “stern tyrant com-
pelling men to a blind obedience.”
When preachers would describe the
fires of an eternally burning hell, she
personalized the horror of that experi-
ence. She wrote: “While listening to
these terrible descriptions, my imagi-
nation would be so wrought upon
that the perspiration would start,
and it was difficult to suppress a cry
of anguish, for I seemed already to
feel the pains of perdition.” This led
her to doubt her acceptance by God
and caused periods of depression.

She recalled one occasion: “Despair
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overwhelmed me, and . . . no ray of
light pierced the gloom that encom-
passed me.” Her “feelings were very
sensitive” and at one point she feared
she would “lose” her “reason.” Ellen
White recollected that “sometimes
for a whole night” she would not dare
to close her eyes but “kneel upon the
floor, praying silently with a dumb
agony that cannot be described.”
Her pre-teen and early-teen years
were burdened by physical disability.
She was severely injured through an
accident at about age 9. A broken
nose with other complicating dam-
age caused equilibrium problems
and prevented her from continuing
her education. She also developed a
chronic pulmonary disorder that was
diagnosed at the time as “dropsical
consumption,” or in modern terms,
“tuberculosis with complicating con-
gestive heart failure.” Her fears were
exacerbated by the thought that she
could bleed out at any time from an
arterial rupture in her lungs." Her
physical and emotional trauma com-
bined with her introverted personality
prevented her from seeking help.
Finally, at about age 15, she talked
with someone who helped her to bet-
ter understand the loving character
of God. She pointed to her interview
with Levi Stockman, a Millerite
Methodist minister, as providing her
with the most help. Stockman was
sympathetic to Ellen’s emotional pain
and even shared her tears. She wrote
that she “obtained” from Stockman
“more knowledge on the subject of
God’s love and pitying tenderness,
than from all the sermons and exhor-
tations to which I had ever listened.”"*
She specifically identified what helped
her most: “My views of the Father
were changed. I now looked upon
Him as a kind and tender parent....
My heart went out toward Him in a
deep and fervent love.”” The love of
God became Ellen White’s favorite
theme throughout her life. She also
believed that “Christ’s favorite theme
was the paternal tenderness and abun-

dant grace of God.”" Her five-volume
masterpiece series on the cosmic con-
flict between Christ and Satan begins
and ends with this theme."” Her most
popular book, published in scores of
languages with millions of copies, has
as its first chapter “God’s Love for
Man.™®

Ellen White’s own visions and
dreams confirmed her conviction
of a loving God and compassionate
Savior. An early personal dream that
occurred before her first prophetic
vision brought her into the presence
of Jesus, where she realized He knew
all her “inner thoughts and feelings.”
Yet, even with this knowledge He
“drew near with a smile,” laid His
hand on her head, and said, “Fear
not.”"” In an interview in the last year
of her life, Ellen White said, “I find
tears running down my cheeks when
I think of what the Lord is to His
children, and when I contemplate His
goodness, His mercy, [and] His ten-
der compassion.”"®

Mental health challenges in
White’s family

Besides her own emotional struggles
during childhood and at times dur-
ing adulthood, Ellen White faced
mental-health challenges within her
family. Her second son, James Edson,
evidenced some of the characteris-
tics of attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder. Her niece, Louisa Walling,
became so mentally unstable that she
was admitted to a mental facility. Out
of concern for Louisa’s two children,
James and Ellen White brought them
into their home. Ellen White ended
up raising the girls, and they called
her mother." Even James White suf-
fered from a series of strokes during
the 1860s and 1870s that altered his
mental state and brought marital
conflict. In 1879 Ellen White realized
her husband did not “have sufficient
physical and mental health” to give
counsel and advice.”” At one point she
wondered if he was a “sane man.””'

Ellen White’s personal experience,
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combined with her visionary guid-
ance, helped her to provide a unique
ministry to individuals who also
suffered with mental and emotional
brokenness. Her writings reveal a
consistent compassion for people who
sometimes had serious life dysfunc-
tion. She engaged to a remarkable
degree in close personal work with
many such people.

Ellen White as a counselor
Throughout her life, Ellen White
addressed mental health and social
dysfunction issues. Her scope of
interaction with people was varied
and diverse. Below are four examples
that show how she addressed serious
mental health issues, such as obsessive
behavior, emotional abuse, alcohol
addiction, and sexual dysfunction.
Obsessive behavior. Ellen White’s
letter to “Brother Morrell” shows her
perception of his mental condition.
She described this man as having
“large conscientiousness” and “small
self-esteem.” It seems that Morrell
was obsessive and pathologically
perfectionist about his conduct. He
felt guilty for the smallest perceived
mistake, to the point of mental insta-
bility. White wrote of this man’s
condition thus: “Brother Morrell’s
nervous system is greatly affected
and he ponders over these things [his
perceived sins and failings], dwell-
ing upon them. His imagination is
diseased.... The mind has suffered
beyond expression. Sleep was driven
from him.” She wrote directly: “I saw,
Brother Morrell, you must cast away
your fears. Leave consequences with
the Lord and let go. You try too hard
to save yourself, to do some great
thing yourself which will commend
you to God... .Jesus loves you, and if
you will consecrate yourself and all
you have to Him, He will accept you
and will be your Burden-bearer, your
never-failing Friend.... Believe Jesus
loves you and in your efforts to obey
the truth, if you err, don’t feel that
you must worry and worry, give up
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your confidence in God and think
that God is your enemy. We are err-
ing mortals.” As a complement to
her spiritual and emotional related
counsel, she urged this man to adopt
health reform and avoid stimulants.
“Then,” she wrote, “can the brain
think more calmly, sleep will not be
so uncertain.”*

Emotional abuse. Ellen White
wrote several letters of counsel to
women who were either emotionally
or physically controlled by their hus-
bands. In December 1867, she visited
the Washington, New Hampshire,
Seventh-day Adventist Church with
her husband and J. N. Andrews. She
first gave oral counsel and followed
up with a written “testimony” based
on a vision she had received. She
provided pointed counsel to Harriet
Stowell. After the death of her first
husband, Harriet married Freeman
S. Stowell, who was 12 years younger
and was not practicing his faith.”
Ellen White’s words are clear and
explain the situation: “She [Harriet]
is beloved of God, but held in servile
bondage, fearing, trembling, despond-
ing, doubting, very nervous. Now this
sister should not feel that she must
yield her will to a godless youth who
has less years upon his head than
herself. She should remember that her
marriage does not destroy her indi-
viduality. God has claims upon her
higher than any earthly claim. Christ
has bought her with His own blood,
she is not her own. She fails to put her
entire trust in God, and submits to
yield her convictions, her conscience
to an overbearing, tyrannical man,
fired up by Satan when his Satanic
majesty can make effectual to intimi-
date the trembling, shrinking soul
who has so many times been thrown
into agitation that her nervous system
is torn to pieces and she [is] nearly a
wreck.”**

Ellen White supported individual-
ity in marriage and rejected the idea
that a spouse must give up his or her
personality and self-identity. This

testimony was a help to this woman
who was driven almost to emotional
collapse.

Alcohol addiction. In a letter to a
troubled young man in England,
Ellen White recognized the effect of
alcohol addiction. Henri Frey worked
as a translator for the European mis-
sion in Basel, Switzerland. He had
a drinking problem. Because of his
actions, he was removed from his
position as translator. He then wrote
Ellen White that he was being perse-
cuted. She supported the decision of
the mission but personally appealed
to Frey. “I feel the tenderest feeling
of pity, and of love for your soul; but
false words of sympathy...shall never
be traced by my pen.” She cogently
described his condition: “You find
your emotional nature untrue to
your best resolutions, untrue to your
solemn pledges. Nothing seems real.
Your own inefficiencies lead you
to doubt the sincerity of those who
would do you good. The more you
struggle in doubt, the more unreal
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everything looks to you, until it seems
that there is no solid ground for you
anywhere. Your promises are nothing,
they are like ropes of sand, and you
regard the words and works of those
whom you should trust in the same
unreal light.””

She continued by emphasizing the
power of the will in meeting emo-
tional dysfunction. “You may believe
and promise all things, but I would
not give a straw for your promises
or your faith until you put your will
over on the believing and doing side.”
Her letter of counsel was interwoven
with appeals for this young man to
see the help Jesus can give. “I tell you
that you need not despair. You must
choose to believe, although nothing
seems true and real to you.” She con-
cluded with words of hope. “A life of
usefulness is before you, if your will
becomes God’s will.... Will you try
Henri, will you now change square
about? You are the object of Christ’s
love and intercession.”

Sexual dysfunction. Ellen White
often dealt with sensitive issues. In
1896, she wrote to a leading minis-
ter in South Africa. He was guilty
of sexually abusing young girls and
perhaps boys. This man had written
to Ellen White of his struggles but
believed he was not guilty of adultery.
She began her letter with a prayer:
“May the Lord help me to write you
the very words that will be for your
restoration and not for your destruc-
tion.” She then wrote most directly
to him: “I feel sorry, very sorry for
you. Sin, my brother, #s sin; it is the
transgression of the Law, and should
I try to lessen the sin before you, I
would not be doing you any good....
Your mind and heart are polluted else
all such actions would be loathsome.”
She described for this man the long-
term effect of sexual abuse on chil-
dren, including generational effect.
She cited several cases and described
how psychological damage was often
lifelong. “How can I present it in such
a manner that you will no longer look

14

upon it, as you have done, as no great
wrong?” After a lengthy direct and
sometimes painfully graphic descrip-
tion of his conduct, she appealed to
him: “You are a free moral agent.

If you will repent of your sins, and
be converted, the Lord will blot out
your transgressions and impute unto
you His righteousness.... He will
undertake your case, and angels will
guard you. But you must resist the
devil. You must educate yourself to
a different train of thought. Put no
confidence in yourself. Never seek
the companionship of women or girls.
Keep away from them. Your moral
taste is so perverted, that you will
ruin yourself and ruin many souls

if you do not turn square about....
Everlasting life is worth a life-long,
persevering, untiring effort.”

Finally she urged him to make
himself accountable to “brethren who
know this terrible chapter in your
experience.””’

These four examples illustrate the
level of involvement Ellen White had
in the lives of many people who had
emotional and mental-health difficul-
ties. One of the remarkable charac-
teristics of her work is her consistent
optimism that people can recover, no
matter how broken they may be. Ellen
White always pointed them to God as
the great healer of mind and soul.

Ellen White was wholistic in her
approach to healing. She realized
that the mind was linked to the body
and that God intended humans to
have restored social relationships. For
her, the most important connection
was with a loving and holy heavenly
Father.

Merlin D. Burt (Ph.D., Andrews
University) is director of the
Center for Adventist Research,
Ellen G. White Estate Branch
Office, Andrews University,
Berrien Springs, Michigan, U.S.A.
E-mail: Burt@Andrews.edu.
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