
5. WAR AND 
PACIFISM

From Conscientious Objectors to Conscientious Collaborators



Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (1898–1902)
At the turn of the 

twentieth century, 
during the watershed 
period of the Spanish-
American and 
Philippine-American 
Wars, the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church was 
in its thirty-sixth year 
since incorporating as 
an officially recognized 
denomination. By 
December of 1899, the 
church reported 1,386 
ministers and 
missionaries, almost 
1,800 churches, and a 
worldwide membership 
of 64,003.

By April 25, 1898, developments led to military conflict. 
President William McKinley (1843–1901) had issued his 
war message, Congress passed a resolution favoring 
intervention in Cuba, and both Spain and the United 
States had declared war. The actual combat of the 
Spanish-American War lasted a mere four months. “It was 
a splendid little war,” remarked Ambassador John Hay. 
After the U.S. Navy crushed the Spanish fleet both at the 
Philippine capital of Manila and also at Santiago Bay in 
Cuba, representatives of the United States and Spain 
signed the Treaty of Peace in Paris on December 10, 1898. 
Not only did the treaty officially end the war, but it also 
ceded to the United States all of Spain’s colonial lands in 
the Caribbean (Cuba and Puerto Rico) and the Pacific 
(Guam and Philippines). Without any consent of the 
Filipinos, a US$20-million payment was made to Spain to 
purchase the Philippines.

http://documents.adventistarchives.org/Statistics/ASR/A

SR1899.pdf, accessed July 29, 2018. https://encyclopedia.adventist.org/article?id=EA7G



Unlike the widespread pro-
war sentiments among 
mainstream Protestants, 
Seventh-day Adventist 
periodicals expressed 
concern about the 
consequences of 
American military 
involvement against 
Spain. The Oriental 
Watchman noted that 
while “the press and the 
public generally” are 
“urging that the country 
shall push on along the 
path of Imperialism,” 
“more thoughtful” 
observers could sense 
the need for a warning 
against the dangers of 
empire. “Imperial America,” Oriental 

Watchman, December 1898, 126.

During the “President’s Address” at the 1899 General 
Conference session, George A. Irwin (1844–1913) 

emphasized the significance of the war-frenzied 
times. He spoke of “the threatening attitude of the 

nations of earth toward one another; the almost 
constant alarm of war from some quarter; the 

constantly increasing armament of the nations, 
while planning for peace conferences; the Spanish-
American war, which astonished the world with its 
result in so brief a time, and brought America into 

prominence, and hopelessly entangled her with the 
‘powers’ of the earth.” Adventists warned that the 

war would bring more wars in its wake as the 
nation embroiled itself further in various 

international conflicts. The “old isolated America is 
passing away,” reported one Adventist newspaper, 
“and a great ‘world power’ is being born under our 

eyes.” But the global nature of that American 
powerhouse was linked to an imperialism that was 

in violation of the nation’s principles of civil and 
religious liberty.

George A. Irwin, “The President’s Address,” Daily Bulletin of the General Conference, February 16, 1899, 5, 6. 

“This and That,” Oriental Watchman, June 1898, 30.

Percy T. Magan, The Peril of the Republic of the United States of America 

(Fleming H. Revell, 1899)



Adventist leaders were among the few anti-
imperialist voices who dissented from the 
majority opinion and opposed the United 
States’ imperialist policy in the Philippines. 
Between 1898 and 1902, Adventist 
periodicals––Signs of the Times based in 
California, Advent Review and Sabbath 
Herald (ARH) in Michigan, and American 
Sentinel in New York––published articles 
exposing America’s contradiction in 
professing to be a Christian nation while 
violating civil and religious freedoms. 
Adventist leader A. T. Jones (1850–1923) 
rejected what he considered a false patriotism 
that condoned the “buying and selling” of an 
entire nation, “as if seven millions of the 
people in the Philippine Islands were of no 
more importance than a bale of cotton.” 
Jones decried such cruel policies as stemming 
from a warped nationalism that permeated 
American society as a result of the church 
going into politics.

In the turbulent period of the Spanish-American 
and Philippine-American Wars, Adventists took 

their place among other anti-imperialists who 
resisted the pressures of public opinion. The 

Adventist press criticized President Theodore 
Roosevelt for his disregard for the 

“fundamental principles of the nation” and his 
penchant for intimidating those who opposed 
the annexation of the Philippines. As historian 
Douglas Morgan observes: “Adventists, in this 

period, were not hesitant to apply their 
apocalyptic world view to the foreign policy of 

their own government, and in so doing to hold 
the government to its own highest standards 

of human rights.” The church’s prophetic 
tradition provided a framework through which 

it could challenge the prevalent notions of 

American exceptionalism.
“News, Notes, and Comments,” American Sentinel, May 12, 1898, 297; Untitled paragraph, Signs of the Times, November 22, 1899, 9; “A Result of the War 

with Spain,” Signs of the Times, April 18, 1900, 8; “The Future of Our Country,” Signs of the Times, August 1, 1900, 7; “News and Notes,” ARH, April 2, 1901, 

220, 224; February 12, 1901, 112.↩ “Americanism,” American Sentinel, May 19, 1898, 311, 312

Untitled paragraph, Sentinel of Christian Liberty, February 12, 1903, 100.↩
Douglas Morgan, Adventism and the American Republic: The Public Involvement of a Major Apocalyptic Movement 

(Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 2001), 70.



THE GREAT WAR
“Most honorable Lord General and Minister of War:

“Since ofttimes our point of view concerning our duty 

towards the Government, also our position in general 

military duty; and especially, since our refusal to serve, in 

times of peace, on Saturday (Sabbath) is regarded as 

fanatical, therefore I take the liberty, Your Excellency, to 

present to you in the following, the principles of the 

German Seventh-day Adventists, especially just now, 

in the present war situation.

“While we stand on the fundamentals of the Holy 

Scriptures, and seek to fulfill the precepts of Christendom, 

keeping the rest day (Saturday) that God established in the 

beginning, by endeavoring to put aside all work on that day, 

still in these times of stress, we have bound ourselves 

together in defense of the ‘Fatherland,’ and under 

these circumstances we will also bear arms on 

Saturday (Sabbath).  On this point we take our stand on 

the Scripture found in 1 Peter 1:13-17...

(Signed) “H. F. Schuberth, President”

Jul 28, 1914 – Nov 11, 1918August 4, 1914



“The Conference Committee of the German Union 

takes the stand that in regard to the bearing of 

arms or to military duties it is a civil demand to 

which the established governments of God are 

entitled, according to 1 Peter 2:13, 14, and 

Romans 13:3-5. This stand was also taken by the 

General Conference Committee in November 

1915, while in session.”
Zionswächter, March 20, 1916.

“Particularly should the Church of God today 

remember our European brethren who are now 

suffering adversity. Some have been forced 

into active military service; their lives are 

constantly menaced, and they are exposed to 

hardship and danger. Families have been 

broken up. Those left at home are anxious with 

fear for those who have gone to the front. The 

officers of some of our conferences and 

churches have been compelled to forsake their 

charges and join the national colors…. As to 

just what our European brethren should do 

under these trying circumstances, only 

they alone in prayer to God can decide.”

Francis M. Wilcox, editor, “Remember Those that Are in Bonds,” 

The Review and Herald, (Washington, D.C.), August 27, 1914.

August 27, 1914 November, 1915



March 5, 1915

The leaders of the Adventist organization in 

Germany, of their own accord, advised all 

their military service members, in all the 

land, under the pressing circumstances 

and need of the Fatherland to do their 

duties required of them as citizens, 

according to the Scripture; and earnestly 

to do on Saturday (Sabbath) as other 

warriors do on Sunday.  As proof, allow 

this enclosed copy of the document to serve 

the highly esteemed Prussian Minister of 

War, written on the 4th day of August, 1914.  

This position, already taken years ago, is 

supported by the attached signatures: 
“For the European Division, Headquarters, Hamburg

(Signed) L. R. Conradi, President 

“For the East German Union, Headquarters, Berlin (Signed) H. F. Schuberth, 

President 

“For the Saxon Association, Headquarters, Chemnitz 

(Signed) Paul Drinhaus, President”

The Dresdener Neueste Nachrichten (Dresden Latest News), 

published an Adventist minister‘s statement as follows:

“At the beginning of the war our denomination divided into two 

parts. While ninety-eight per cent of our membership took the 

position on Bible grounds that it was their conscientious duty to 

defend the Fatherland with weapons, and that also on the 

Sabbath, and this united position of the leaders was at once 

forwarded to the War Department, two per cent, however, did not 

submit themselves to this united resolution and therefore had to 

be disfellowshipped because of their unchristian conduct ...”

April 12, 1918



“When war broke out suddenly in 1914, their leaders 

made an abrupt accommodation with the state, 

agreeing that German Adventists would now bear 

weapons in the service of the Fatherland. Moreover, 

their announcement stated explicitly that “under these 

circumstances we will also bear arms on Saturday.” 

This decision resulted in a bitter schism, which 

concluded with the members making up the pacifist 

opposition–the “two percent”–being 

disfellowshipped and forming the Seventh Day 

Adventist Reform Movement. The patriotism of the 

official Adventists, together with their realization that 

Imperial Germany would not countenance a 

noncombatant option, led them to reduce their 

tension with the state and to discard those who 

insisted on maintaining high tension.”

Wilcox, op.cit., 113; Eric Syme, A History of SDA Church-State Relations in the United 
States (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1973), 70-71.

“We, the Conference of the Romanian 

Seventh Day Adventists, make known the 

Biblical standpoint that military service and the 

call to bear arms is a duty imposed by the State, 

to whom God has rightly given authority, 

according to 1 Peter 2:13, 14 and Romans 13:4, 

5. This same stand was also taken by the 

General Conference Committee during their 

meeting of November, 1915; so in this matter 

the different countries of the world have 

complete liberty, of their own, to continue 

meeting these legal requirements as they have 

done until now…. God does not want us to resist 

the government, for it would be bad for us. 

Therefore, we must endeavor to fulfill all the 

duties which are given us by the government. As 

we receive privileges from the government, we 

must also perform the duties imposed on us by 

the government. Military service is one of 

these duties, because sometimes the 

government finds it necessary to make war.”

Stefan Demetrescu, “Raport,” in Curierul Misionar, Bucharest, Romania. November 3, 1916. Vol. 1, No. 3. pp. 35-37.



“The Adventist men are practically all in the 

field, or army service, faithfully 

performing their duty.” -Dresdener Neueste 

Nachrichten, April 12, 1918.

April 12, 1918

“Thousands of their (Adventist) male 

members are standing in the army, and 

many of them have already fallen on the 

field of honor...” - Berliner Lokalanzeiger, 

August 24, 1918.

August 24, 1918

The General Conference directly shaped the position of the 
American church when the US entered the war in 1917. The 
stance it adopted towards Adventists and military 
conscription differed sharply from what it had voted in 1865. 
This occurred even though a pacifist option was again 
officially available, and Adventists could easily have 
reaffirmed that this was their position.
Adventism had been putting down roots in American society 
as it built institutions and as its members began to 
experience upward mobility through, for example, entering 
the medical profession, and consequently it had become 
more concerned about its reputation in society and its 
relations with governments. In its eagerness that Adventists 
demonstrate their patriotism, it changed its definition of 
non-combatant to allow members to serve in the military 
while avoiding killing. It began to prepare for this before the 
US entered the war by arranging for its young men who were 
likely to be conscripted to be trained as medical orderlies at 
Red Cross training schools operating at its colleges and other 
institutions.

https://atoday.org/adventists-war-and-oppressive-governments-ww1-to-the-present/#_ftn6



The 1920 Friedensau Hearing

On this occasion the disfellowshipped group presented only four simple 
questions for consideration, namely:

● “1. How does the General Conference stand with reference to the position 
taken by the leaders of Germany in the year 1914, toward the fourth and 
the sixth commandments?

● “2. What proofs are brought to us that we have not, from the beginning, 
taken the Biblical path?

● “3. What is the position of the General Conference toward the Testimonies 
of Sister White? Are they inspired?  Yes or no?  Is health reform still the 
right arm of the message?

● “4. Are our message and people, according to Revelation 14:6-12, national 
or international?”

Protokoll [Minutes] of the Meetings held July 21-23, 1920, in Friedensau, [Germany], between the Seventh-day Adventist and Reform Movement Representatives (Denver, CO: Religious Liberty Publishing Assn., 1988), pp. 29-32.



“As soon as the war came upon Europe, we in America carefully studied the subject. 

We had, in comparison to you, many advantages….

“And yet, after we searched this subject carefully, we found that it confused us very 

much…. There were some brethren (with this I will not say: in our Committee) in the 

United States of America who, as soon as we took our stand as noncombatants, said 

that this means that I have nothing to do with war; I shall not go into the camp 

(barracks) when I am drafted, and so the soldiers had to apprehend them and take 

them to the camp; they offered no resistance…. Then we had brethren who did not go 

that far. When they were drafted, they went to the camp (barracks). But when they 

arrived there, they refused to put on the uniform. They would perform work, but 

they refused to put on a uniform, because this was against their opinion. Following 

this they were also put in jail and punished. Then we also had those who went 

along with everything except the military drill; only when they were handed a 

rifle, they refused to accept it. They accepted the broom handle or else a rod, and 

with it they performed the training. This was their conscience and their impression of 

noncombatancy. Then we had other brethren who went further, taking the rifle 

and partaking in all military training, in addition performing all services in the 

camp which they could possibly do, but they told the officers that they were 

noncombatants, and could not go to the front. Thus we have had all the ideas 

and different grades of noncombatancy. Then we had some brethren who had the 

spirit of love for the homeland, and they went to the front, and they fought; 

they came to England and France and went into the trenches, and I do not 

know what they did once they were there; but they served and returned when 

the armistice came…. The brethren in America have maintained the same 

temperate and tolerant position as have the brethren in Europe. We have taken the 

same course as our brethren in England, France, and other countries.”

1

2

3

4

5

“nothing to do with war”

“no… uniform”

“no … rifle”

“not go to the front”

“went to the front”

“We have said that we will not be the conscience for other 

people. We have declared our position as non-combatants. 

We are not interested in going into the war. We deplore war, 

are against it. But we must grant to every citizen the right to 

take his position toward the government according to his own 

conscience. Not one of these people has been 

disfellowshiped from the denomination; not one of them has 

been treated as if he were not a Christian.”



No Official Hearing in San Francisco in 1922

“JESUS WEEPS OVER HIS PEOPLE
Matthew 23:37
Dear Brother or Sister, ask yourself the question–WHY?
A TERIBLE APOSTASY

The leadership of the Seventh-day Adventists have forsaken the principles of the third angel’s message,

a. Because our people in Europe were forced to take up arms.
b. Because the Seventh-day Adventist leaders have taken the position of granting liberty of conscience concerning the bearing of arms.
c. Because the indefinite position taken by the leaders influenced our brethren to violate the Sabbath.
d. Because the leaders have used the holy monies that were given to support the gospel to support the war and led others to do the same.
e. Because the members who protested against the above apostasy were disfellowshiped by the leaders.
f. Because these members who protested against the apostasy were persecuted by the leaders of the conference.
g. Because the leaders in Europe who brought about this terrible apostasy, were supported by the General Conference.
…”

In 1922, in San Francisco, the separated brethren made one more attempt to reunite with the Seventh Day Adventist Church. 

May 11 – 31 of that year the leadership of the Adventist Church was having its full General Conference session.

The Reformers sent several petitions for a hearing but received no answer. The last petition was sent on May 22, 1922. But 

even this last and final appeal remained unanswered. Therefore, two brethren–O. Welp and H. Spanknöbel–were chosen to go 

to San Francisco to try to get an unscheduled hearing. While anxiously waiting for an answer to this last appeal, the Reform 

Movement delegates met Elder Daniells in the Civic Auditorium, where they approached him personally and asked if a hearing 

before the delegates would be granted them. His answer was:

“We could never permit these questions to come up before the whole delegation of the General Conference; that would cause 

the greatest disturbance we ever had.”

https://truthwillconquer.org/sda-reformation-of-1914/sda-reformation-1914-book/no-official-hearing-in-san-francisco-in-1922/


