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 According to Emmett Vande Vere many 
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While it appeared at first that McLearn would continue to run the College as he had 

found it, he soon began to make some decisions that alienated some constituency members, and 

especially Goodloe Bell. Against Bell’s advice, McLearn cancelled the Teachers’ Drill program, 

which was a brief program for those who wished to teach in public schools, and he also relaxed 

the socialization rules among male and female students, something Bell and many others 

disapproved immensely. Naturally, these decisions antagonized those who feared this “might 

jeopardize the existence of the college.”7 By December 1881, when the annual session of the 

General Conference met, the one Butler could not attend because of illnessCc ahet rfc arst
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impossible to change it.” Butler hoped that once the school year concluded, something could be 

done. One problem remained, however: Smith felt very differently and continued to oppose any 

changes in leadership or teachers.12 

 

The 



6 
Closing the College (1882-1883)   
 
indeed did look hopeless.15  

 

Does It Have a Future? 

 As the summer months arrived, Butler and his colleagues continued to wrestle with the 

future of the College. Some decisions were nonetheless made. McLearn’s contract as president 

of the College was not renewed and some teachers were let go. But things still looked grim. “Our 

College is enough to break the back of a giant and for the life of me I know not what can be done 

with it,” he confided to William White.16 

 Sensing her help was sorely needed, Ellen White decided to intervene 



7 
Closing the College (1882-1883)   
 
residents and church members had sacrificed a lot of money and energy to establish the College, 

and many students had already paid their school year in advance. It was unthinkable to close it.19 

Agreeing with Butler, Ellen White thought also the College should be closed, and on 

August 3 wrote another testimony to church members in Battle Creek.20  

 

Closing the College 

This latest admonishment finally worked, at least for those on the College Board. On 

Saturday, August 12, Butler wrote a long letter to Ellen White detailing all the meetings that had 

taken place earlier that week. At last, the Board had decided to delay the opening of the College. 

Her latest testimony had had the desired effect. “I have felt a great relief since my mind came to 

this decision and feel that it is right,” he penned.21 Although opposition to this decision had not 

all disappeared, in early September 1882, the Board further decided to simply close the College 

for that school year. 

In a long communication in the Review and Herald, Butler explained the reasons for this 

difficult decision. He understood that it was “a most humiliating step” to take, since it 

proclaimed to the world that the College was closed “because of troubles among us.”22 With this 

long article Butler hoped to win over a large segment of the church membership, exposing the 

difficulties experienced in Battle Creek. Of course, all members could read the testimonies of 

Ellen White and make up their minds about the troubles at the church’s headquarters. But for 

those living in Battle Creek things were different and a spirit of resistance was alive and well. 

Those who had been supportive of McLearn agreed to raise a fund to compensate his lost wages 

for the school year with the agreement that he would consent “to take his suit against the College 

Board out of court.” Perhaps this was a good solution, but one that rubbed Butler the wrong way. 

He almost preferred that the lawsuit would go ahead and see McLearn lose in court.23
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to some sense of normalcy in Battle Creek. By the spring 1883, the Board was now able to 

consider reopening the College. “If men with open eyes had led the college into the ditch of 

closure, possibly a blind man could lead out of it,” comments Vande Vere, as the Board voted to 

invite W. H. Littlejohn, their sightless pastor from Allegan, Michigan, to be its third College 

president. 

The College reopened on September 5, 1883, with eighty students, and a total enrollment 

of 264 by the end of the term. Littlejohn served as president for two years and his administration 

smoothed over the College’s relationship with the church membership. In obedience to Ellen 

White’s counsels and to facilitate a better grasp on student discipline, a residence hall was built 

in the autumn of 
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 Part of Smith’s problem with White’s communication seemed to focus on the fact that 

White had not really considered his side of the crisis and had unreservedly sided with Butler and 

others in favor of Bell and against McLearn. This baffled Smith. Two weeks before she wrote 

him her testimony of March 28, Smith explained to her that McLearn had come to the College 

with sincere intentions to carry out the “policy of the school,” not to change anything. But within 

three days of the beginning of school, Bell had claimed his teacher’s rights had been infringed 

upon by McLearn. Although now it appeared to have been an issue of discipline and how to 

curtail the worldly behavior of some students, Smith claimed this was not the issue that started 

the troubles. “McLearn has a standard of discipline as high as anyone; but he takes a different 

method to secure that result, from what some others would,” Smith explained. Smith was not 

sure if it would work in the long run, but he felt confident adjustments could be made. He 

believed McLearn to be a reasonable man. In any case, there had not been half the violations to 

discipline this year as some claimed and morale appeared to be good among young people. 

Furthermore, Smith felt the Board had not acted properly by not going to McLearn first to 

discuss adjustments to school discipline. There were a lot of misunderstandings, lack of proper 

communication, and too much needless agitation of this problem by George Butler. Smith hoped 

his explanation would help Ellen White better understand the situation.26 

 Hence Smith was very perplexed when he received White’s letter of March 28 in which 

she evidently blamed him for the troubles and essentially exonerated Bell. But what also stands 

out in this letter is the way she articulated how people are to receive her testimonies, something 

Smith was failing to do. It is evident that Smith struggled with his reception of White’s 

testimonies. Like other Adventist pioneers, he had come to believe in White’s prophetic gift and 

its role in the end-time remnant people of God. He accepted that this gift was manifested in her 

life. But how to distinguish between White’s common, day-to-day opinions on various matters 

and her inspired communications was a more difficult task. Those with a personal acquaintance 

of the human Ellen White were more prone to having this difficulty. White herself had stated that 

not everything she said or wrote was to be considered inspired. So how was one to make this 
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