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As a small boy | enjoyed listening to my mother
tell about her chitdhood and youth. In particular, |
liked her stories about the years she spent at Avon-
dale College in the early 1920s. Frequently those
stories included her college president, Professor
Prescott, whose name was breathed with deepest
respect. To my impressionable mind, the professor
became synonymous with the highest and best in
culture and leaming. It was, therefore, with consider-
able interest and not a little emotional attachment
that | read Gilbert Valentine's biography of William
W. Prescott (1855-1944).

Valentine has titled his book The Shaping of Ad-
ventism. Implicit in this title is the bold assertion that
Prescott, more than most men, helped to determine
the direction and substance of the Adventist Church.
In the present age of specialization such a claim may
appear fatuous. No one man could thus shape the
church today. In his age, however, Prescott was Ad-
ventism'’s “man for all seasons.” At various stages,
through an ecclesiastical career spanning 52 years,
Prescott played a leading role as college president,
educational administrator, church administrator,
writer, editor, and theologian. Furthermore, his
major contributions encompassed key formative
decades (1880s-1920s), years that help us under-
stand the contemporary nature of Adventism.

Although Prescott was the church’s first full-time
education secretary, Adventist historians have
tended to focus on Percy Magan and Edward
Sutherland as the foremost innovators and reformers
in the formative years of Adventist schooling. Valen-
tine, however, clearly establishes Prescott as a lead-
ing and highly significant influence in the develop-
ment of Adventist educational ideals and practice.

The pivotal Harbor Springs educational conven-
tion of 1891 was the product of Prescott’s energy
and vision. 1t marked the beginnings of a distinctive
Adventist education. In addition, lengthy discussions

between Prescott and Elien
G. White held in Australia in
1895-1896 produced a
clearer understanding of
how the distinctive philoso-
phy undergirding Adventist
education might be imple-
mented in the classroom.

Prescott's contributions
to Adventist education
extended well beyond edu-
cational theory. They en-
compassed school adminis-
tration, organizational
structure, curriculum con-
cems, and the in-service
development of teachers.
Most importantly, he left the
impress of his own values, personality, and vibrant
spirituality upon generations of students across
America and Australia.

Communicating a new educational philosophy
and building new structures inevitably resulted in
tension between the opposing forces of continuity
and change. Prescott’s career is a case study of the
issues faced by a man who sought change and
whose vision for the church and its schools was fre-
quently decades ahead of his contemporaries. As
Valentine notes, Prescott often was misunderstood
as he searched for solutions to problems his associ-
ates had not yet recognized.

Valentine’s study also illustrates the impact of
personality on a career within an organization (the
church) and an individual’s capacity to achieve per-
sonal and organizational goals. Although he de-
scribes Prescott as a charismatic leader and a man
of immense intellectual capacity, prodigious mem-
ory, and analytical ability, Valentine acknowledges
that on occasion dogmatism, assertiveness, aggres-
sion, and even obsessiveness diminished Prescott’s
effectiveness as a leader.

Approximately a third of the book deals with
Prescott’s direct involvement with colleges and edu-
cational matters. The balance describes his contri-
bution to the church as a General Conference ad-
ministrator, editor of the Review and Herald, and
theologian. Through the work of Prescott, Valentine
explores some of the key issues that faced the orga-
nized church: schism (the Kellogg crisis), doctrinal
evolution (the Daily), church politics (General Con-
ference sessions), resistance to reform (Washburn
and Haskell), and the nature of inspiration and the
authority of the prophet (the 1919 Bible conference).
Because similar issues remain with the church
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today, we can profitably explore
the strategies used by Prescott,
Daniells, and others to preserve
the integrity and cohesiveness of
Adventism.

Working within the church is
never easy and Prescott, as a
somewhat controversial figure,
had to contend with criticism at
both the personal and profes-
sional level. His critics included
the incompetent who were threat-
ened by his initiatives, individual-
ists such as John Harvey Kellogg
and A. T. Jones who resented the
authority he represented, and
arch conservatives who continu-
ally misrepresented both the sub-
stance and style of his work. Criticism is always
hard to take—even more so when the recipient is
prone to melancholy and periods of intense depres-
sion. The manner in which Prescott coped with criti-
cism and yet maintained a strong faith and full com-
mitment to his church is a compelling story within the
book and an object lesson to all who similarly suffer.
It also highlights the loneliness of the scholar who
sometimes finds himself out of step because of his
sensitivity to the claims of truth.

Prescott’s biography makes fascinating reading.
The book should be on the library shelves of alf Ad-
ventist academies and colleges. Senior high school
and college students will find it an excellent refer-
ence for classes in Adventist church history and the-
ology. Furthermore, it is a must for teachers and ed-
ucational administrators at all levels who wish to
know more of the human and organizational dynam-
ics that helped to form the church they serve. An-
drews University Press is to be commended for the
quality of the book’s production and presentation.

How did reading the book affect this reviewer's
childhood idealization of the good professor? Well,
Prescott has become both more and less than those
imaginings: more, because he played a part in
shaping my church beyond the capacity of a child to
understand; less, because he ceased to be an epit-
ome of perfection and became flesh and blood and
passion. But | still share the awe and respect com-
municated by my mother.—Armold C. Reye.
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