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Identifying and resolving conflict of interest is crucial to good governance and maintaining trust in Christian organizations just as it is in public institutions.  Conflict of interest occurs where a primary responsibility stands in competition with or is compromised by the exercise of a secondary interest.  In organizations conflict of interest matters because it can be a source of corruption and therefore breeds distrust, but it can be a cause of significant inefficiency.  Christian organizations even with high moral expectations of leadership are not immune to the problem.  For this reason most Christian organizations have adopted policy statements which describe how and when conflicts of interest can occur and how to remedy them or at least to identify and declare them. In most situations conflict of interest problems relate to financial issues either between individuals and the organization or between organizations such as when a Christian organization becomes involved in receiving public funding for social and charitable endeavor.  But what happens when conflict of interest occurs in electoral processes?

Sometimes conflict of interest can be systemic, built into organizational processes in subtle and sometime unrecognizable ways.  The principles of good governance require that as far as possible even in its organizational processes an organization be free of conflict of interest.   In the case described in this paper, the problem of conflict of interest became embedded in the electoral process for the appointment of organizational leadership and contributed in a major way to organizational inefficiency by impeding the process of organizational renewal at a critical time in the organization’s development. 

The Background to the Problem

The rapid growth experienced by the Seventh-day Adventist church during the four decades following its formal organization as a unified body under a General Conference in1863 has been well documented.  From a membership base of approximately 3,500 in six local conferences in 1863 the church had by 1901expanded to more than 78,000 comprising more than 2,000 local congregations.  As Richard Schwarz has pointed out, the organization now stretched across fifty-seven such “local” conferences and forty-one organized missions and extended into every major part of the world except China.  Particularly during the last two decades of the century the growth in membership had been accompanied by the beginnings of an “institutional explosion” that continued into the first decades of the 20th Century.
  
The rapid growth stretched the capacities of the organizational structure and it became increasingly clear during the last decade of the 19th century that both the organization and its administrative processes were entirely inadequate to sustain the rate of growth or effectively meet the governance needs of the church.  By the early 1890s existing structural arrangements, cumbersome administrative approval processes and the emergence of competing organizational values had begun to generate significant tension and conflict among the leadership.  Lack of adequate finances, competition over the scarce financial and personnel resources and mounting debt compounded the sense of anxiety and fostered a sense of impending collapse.  Underlying many of these issues was an inability at this stage in the organizations development to consider long range planning because of an overarching eschatology of intense imminence.

Despite growing calls during the later 1890s for improvement in the systems and possible restructuring, identifying acceptable change proved to be exceptionally difficult.  Several attempts to initiate change in the late 1880s and mid 1890s failed to gain wide support and thus pressure for reform continued to build.  During the late 1890s as church leaders became increasingly frustrated with the over-centralized and ineffi​cient organization some leaders feared the whole thing would fly apart into fragments. It almost did. But in 1901 the crisis was averted.
By the end of April that year, major organizational changes had been implemented in the administrative structure of the church. The new system of manage​ment involved both greater and less centralization.  On the one hand in a decentralizing direction, formal administrative decision making was delegated to regional areas under a Union Conference structure and administrative committees were enlarged and made more representative.  At the same time in the other direction, the previously autonomous but multi-layered and often competitive para-church agencies that had been established for  mission outreach were centralized by being absorbed into the structure of local or union conferences as departments. Ownership and administration of the previously legally autonomous institutions was also merged into the conference structure. The new structure proved much better suited to cope with the rapidly expanding mission program of the movement.

Why had the repeated calls for reform even accompanied by the use of increasingly ‘aggravated’ language from Ellen G. White gone unheeded during the 1890s?  Why, despite the rising incidence of conflict and competition among church leaders, and between institutions, conferences and churches had church leaders seemed powerless to act? What were the reasons for the apparent resistance to the calls for change? 

One factor preventing progress on adopting organizational reform was that the nature of the problem was not easily understood.  As I point out in my recent book the tendency was to personalize the problem by placing blame on individuals when to a large degree the problem was systemic.
 Ellen White’s letters to O. A. Olsen illustrate this. This I suspect made it difficult for leaders to see the problem.  It was also fairly easy to vent frustration and to point out weaknesses and failures, but Ellen White’s counsel was not always easy to understand.  While her letters did not lack clarity on what was wrong with leadership attitudes and practices there was considerable confusion on what they meant when it came to fixing things.  This led to a lack of consensus about what was wrong organizationally and on the best way to fix things.
 
Another impeding factor was the clash of vested and regional interests. Local confer​ences resisted yielding up power to 'districts' and independent para-church agencies resisted suggestions that their work be taken over by confer​ence committees.  The General Conference itself was reluctant to cede full administrative authority to districts.  Fears of dis-organization and the fracturing of the church’s unity figured largely in the thinking of delegates at General Conference sessions that began to wrestle with the issue in the late 1890s.  Compounding the clash of vested interests was the emergence of professional distrust among the church’s worker force.  A lack of confidence by medical professionals not only in the administrative abilities of clergy but in their commitment to the ideals of health reform fostered the impulse for the medical work to remain separate from the church’s structure.  

I would suggest that a third issue was that the electoral system was marred by an inherent conflict of interest and that this served as a barrier to reform.  General Conference sessions and elec​tions were based on an electoral system that almost guaranteed the maintenance of the status quo. At the least it prevented wider participation by those at the implementation end of mission and it choked off any infusion of fresh ideas. Sitting presidents of the General Conference, by convention, exercised the power of naming the standing committees appointed at each session including the small but powerful nominating committee.   Furthermore, the small but powerful incumbent executive committee apparently often continued to function as an executive body and steering committee even during sessions.   
This paper will argue that the conflict of interest inherent in the church’s election process was a significant factor that impeded the adoption of change and made the transition to a new form of church structure more difficult than it should have been. The changes eventually implemented in 1901 resulted from a way being found to circumvent this inherent conflict of interest. The full democratization of the electoral process and the eventual elimination of the conflict of interest that tended toward the preservation of the status quo took a further quarter of a century after 1901 and was not accomplished until the 1926 General Conference Session. The story of how this was achieved opens a new window into understanding the processes of organizational change in denominational history.
The Convention Questioned
The first person to question the power of the General Conference President to name the session standing committees was Professor William W. Prescott.  He did so in 1897 although he was in fact on very good terms with the President, O. A. Olsen and did not intend to offend.  His reason for challenging the practice arose from an assignment that Ellen White had given him during an eventful ten month sojourn spent in Australia prior to the session.
At 41 years of age the professor served as educa​tional secretary of the General Conference and was the ultimate insider. He was a member of the powerful General Conference Executive committee.  His most recent primary responsibility had been the presidency of Battle Creek College but his duties had also included recent service as the founding president of two other denominational colleges, Union and Walla Walla, besides holding numerous powerful committee responsibilities.
  During his stay in Australia he had helped lay the foundations for yet another new educational institution at Cooranbong (Avondale College) and at the same time had established revolution​ary new paths in evangelism and in Adventist theology. He had also spent much time counseling with Ellen White who had unburdened herself to him about what she perceived as a lack of spirituality at headquarters in Battle Creek and the adoption of a commercial culture in the management of church affairs.  There was an urgent need for reform in the way the church organized itself and carried out its business.
Even though she had been invited and was in fact urged to attend, Ellen White intended to boycott the General Conference Session scheduled for early 1897.  She insisted however, that Prescott be present to do something to initiate reform.  As he travelled home she sent him manuscript after manuscript stressing the need for reform and reiterated the problems the church faced.  He must try to implement changes, she pressed.  Prescott was awed fearing that the 'shaking time' had come.  "What can I do?” he protested.  But he assured Ellen White that “when the time came” he would put “whatever influence” he had on the side of the reform plans that they had both discussed.

To complicate matters, just prior to Prescott’s depar​ture from Australia, the incumbent General Conference President, O. A. Olsen, had informed the Whites that he was not prepared to continue as president after the 1897 session. He sug​gested that W. C. White be the candidate to replace him, an idea that horrified Ellen White.
  She strongly rejected Olsen's suggestion.  In her view Prescott should be considered the most likely candidate. Both W. C. White and Ellen White communicated this news to Prescott with obvious hints as to what he should expect as he travelled back to America. To the professor's protests that he did not want to be tied up to the “old regime”  Ellen White replied that he would know his duty when the time came and reminded him that times of necessity are God's opportunity.  Thus Prescott went to the session with a sense of ambivalence.  It was a session weighted with a signifi​cant agenda and session delegates convened in March, 1897, at Union College in Nebraska with considerable apprehension.

Organizational reform was on everyone's lips as the session started and hopes for a breakthrough were high.  For days the delegates wrestled with the problem of whether there should be one president or three.  How should they devolve the authority of the president to others?  How would it work if they gave the work of the Foreign Mission Board to someone else and move it out of Battle Creek?  How would the creation of a General Conference in Europe work in practice?  Would the European entity have equal status to the American one or should it be subservient? Should the presidents of such entities be subject to the General Conference President in Battle Creek and his executive committee?  Finding a consensus proved exceedingly difficult.
 From Prescott’s perspective, one of the reasons for the troubles was the problem of electoral conflict of interest. As already noted, the president of the General Conference exercised large powers. One of these was the power of personally selecting the personnel for the standing committees before or as the conference session began.  Despite the best and most pious intentions in the world, such a system almost inevitably dictated that people who were sympathetic to the incumbent, or who shared his views, or who were oriented towards maintaining the status quo were named to the committees.
 A further potential conflict of interest presented itself in the practice of allowing the powerful General Conference Executive Committee to continue exercising its authority even during the session itself although how in practice this actually shaped the processing of business is not clear.
Prescott argued vigorously at the outset of the 1897 conference, that such electoral procedures were unsound. They were progress-defeating practices that needed to be abandoned. The session itself should appoint its own standing committees and the Executive Committee's function should be limited to simply calling the session together and organizing the logistics.  Ellen White had warned against “kingly” power, he reminded the delegates.  The professor’s protest was either ill-expressed or ill-timed and probably came as too direct a chal​lenge to vested interests.  Either way, it backfired with the result that some delegates thought he had an axe to grind against the administration while others thought he was seeking power for himself.  Others who had read Ellen White's appeals for change, however, rallied around him.  He was certainly in an uncomfortable position.  The delegation quickly become highly polarized and the business proceedings of the session stalled with much bickering and ill-feeling.

Given the intense feelings aroused, it is hardly sur​prising that the nominating committee took eleven days before it brought in its first partial report. A two-hour discussion immediately ensued that, according to a reporter of the respected Nebraska State Journal, was laced with a crossfire of “testy speeches” and “tart replies” that “betokened considerable feeling.” The committee's report was referred back — a move that effectively blocked “the wheels of all other business.”  When the report came back the next day a verbal free-for-all erupted on the conference floor that lasted the whole day. “Then the war began” commented the State Journal.  At the height of “hostilities” there was a “freedom of speech” and “expression of opinions” quite out of harmony with the “decorum usually witnessed” in the denomination's business session.

Such was the feeling against the nominating commit​tee that an attempt was made to bypass their report and elect the new officers by ballot from the floor. The vive voce vote was too close to call and delegates immediately appealed for a count. The motion lost narrowly, 46 to 57.  Despite the verdict, J. E. Graham of Melbourne (captain of the Pitcairn) persisted in offer​ing a floor nomination anyway. He wanted Prescott for president but the motion lapsed for want of a second. Not until the next to last day of the two-week-long-con​ference was the nominating committee's report finally voted. George Irwin was the president and the only reform measures ultimately adopted by the conference was to approve the experimental “union confer​ence”  idea for Europe and Australia and move the Foreign Mission Board out of Battle Creek in order to try and break up what came to be called “the ring.”  No effort was made to reform session electoral procedures and the electoral processes thus continued to work against further reform.  Prescott himself, bypassed completely by the nomi​nating committee and left without any assignment, was eventually appointed by an action from the floor of the session on the very last day to supervise the work in Great Britain.
  But the question remained.  How to unfreeze the status quo and bring about change?
A Second Attempt at Resolving the Conflict of Interest

At the following 1899 General Conference session, Prescott again protested the conflict of interest that was built into the established electoral system. How could dele​gates continue to allow the president to appoint his own men to the session's standing committees and to allow the executive committee to continue functioning during the session he challenged on day three of the session?  In increasingly strident language, he alleged that such practices resulted in the conference being “rigged” or “stage-managed” like a political convention. Reforms could never be initiated with the session locked up so tightly before it even started, he argued.  George Irwin, the incumbent president and chair of that particular meeting of the session took umbrage at the suggestion that the process was rigged.  In a terse exchange on the floor Prescott had to assure Irwin that he was talking about the principles and about systemic issues rather than individuals.
Prescott’s ideas for a decentralized, more open and flexible church organization sounded to some delegates like a call to “anarchy” and “disorganization.” And it is true that his ideas sounded radical and somewhat idealistic.  But the professor's reply to this criticism was that they sounded extreme only because the denomination as then organized was nearer to being a “papacy” than anything like “anarchy.”
  Once again, the session concluded without any significant reforms being adopted.  Prescott went back to England and General Conference officials laid quiet plans to ensure that the outspoken professor would not have as much to say at the next session. The con​spiracy to silence Prescott proved ineffective.
Breaking the Deadlock in 1901
Prior to the 1901 General Conference Session, the Australian Conference President, A. G. Daniells visited Prescott in England en-route to America. The visit would have given the two men opportunity to compare their experiences, vent their frustrations, discuss what changes were needed and perhaps to develop a strate​gy for accomplishing the changes. Both men were adamant in the view that things could not continue as before.  The 1901 General Conference Session would have to grasp the nettle.
On the evening of April 1, immediately prior to the commence​ment of the 1901 Battle Creek session, Ellen White addressed a selected group of church leaders assembled in the College library. In her presentation she indicated that she did not know just what form change should take but she was clear about one thing — the opportunity for initiating change must be grasped right at the outset. “Do not wait until the conference is over and then gather up the forces to see what could be done,” she argued.  She alluded to the need to avoid “manipulating” and other negative procedures of the past.
 The gauntlet had been thrown down.  No more business as usual.  Irwin, the incumbent president did what was necessary to facilitate a fresh approach.  The sequence of events is revealing. 
At the first formal business session meeting normal protocol required that after the usual seating of the delegates (216 were registered on this occasion) and the roll call followed by the presentation of the president’s formal summary report, the naming of the standing committees would follow.  Instead, as he finished his report, Irwin paused to ask what the pleasure of the meeting was.  At that invitation, Ellen White made her way to the platform to give essentially the same speech she had given the previous evening.  Again rather than move to the usual first order of business and the naming of the standing committees, Irwin again indicated that he understood that the organizers of the conference should no longer be “bound about by regulations and restrictions” and that it was time to “break loose” from the usual order of business.  He asked, “What is the pleasure of the Conference at this time?”
  Was this a pre-arranged signal?  It almost seems so because Daniells quickly made his way to the podium, recounted the meeting of the previous evening and explained that “many present” at the meetings felt that “a change in conference management should be intro​duced at the beginning of the conference.” On behalf of this group and reading from a prepared statement he proposed that the usual rules and prece​dents for transacting business be suspended and that a larger “General Committee” be appointed.  This committee should be comprised of much wider representation including institutions, overseas union conferences, the director of the Sanitarium, J. H. Kellogg and some of his colleagues  along with four other named persons – twenty-six in all.  The mandate he recommended for the group was quite open-ended.  It was to “do such work as necessarily must be done in forwarding the work of the Conference, and preparing the business to bring before the delegates.”  He concluded his speech by asserting that it was time to “throw aside precedents, tradition, and everything that has so bound us.”

The question now arose, however, as to where the list of names had come from?  Prescott, in the first speech of the ensuing discussion, noted that the meeting the previous evening had not discussed names.  Following up on his complaints at the two  previous General Conference Sessions he asked whether instead of Daniells simply naming the larger committee would it not be better and a  more “proper” procedure that the eight “districts” comprising the General Conference caucus as groups and nominate their own representatives to a committee who would then recommend the names for the larger general committee that Daniells was proposing?   The Bulletin record of the discussion indicates that Daniells may have missed the point Prescott was making and thought that he was apparently trying to avoid having certain persons whom he thought objectionable being appointed to the large committee.  Daniells indicated however that the larger committee would simply be known as a committee of “counselors” and would have the power to call in other delegates as it saw fit in order to do its work.  The fact that the session by this method was disposing of “the old method of appointing committees and managing business” was the important point he stressed.  The response satisfied Prescott and Daniell’s initiative was approved.  Before two days had passed the membership of the Committee had grown to seventy-five, divided itself up into small work groups and as a steering committee managed the business of the session for the remainder of the time.  Its chief assignment was to produce a plan for reorganization.  In that it succeeded.
In one deft maneuver, the stranglehold of vested interests and built-in conflict of interest had been bypassed. Prescott was thrilled as were many others. Reforms flowed freely and 1901 went down in the denomination's history as a watershed year. Daniells ended up being voted to lead the organization (although technically only chairman of the executive committee he functioned as president) and he requested that Prescott be assigned to assist him.  
In the months immediately following the session and its approval of Union Conference structures Daniells and Prescott busily moved around the various fields formally organizing union conferences and reorganizing local conferences.  So busy and caught up in the wave of reform which almost took on the characteristics of a popular democratic movement, Daniells eventually did not even worry about the need for formal delegates to union or conference  sessions in order to organize the new entities.  Anybody who attended the organizing meetings was considered a delegate. There was no time for formally issuing credentials for delegates and calling rolls of attendees.
  But the ad hoc open approach to organizing church meetings was not without its problems.  In 1902 the freewheeling approach to voting constituencies backfired when at the end of 1902 Kellogg’s medical colleagues attended the annual council in large numbers took the floor and made very public the controversy that had emerged between Daniells and Kellogg.  Daniells almost lost his role as president in an attempted coup d’etat at that meeting.  He was more cautious at future meetings.  Formal delegation and parliamentary procedure became important again.
At the General Conference Session of 1903 the new approach to allowing the session to organize itself without the problems of a conflict of interest was implemented again, this time even more democratically. This time there was no naming of the standing committees at all either by the incumbent president, the executive committee or by some informal ad hoc group as had happened in 1901.  It is tempting to think that in the meantime, Prescott had taken the opportunity to educate Daniells on the “proper” more democratic way of organizing the business of the session.  Whether this be the case or not, at the very first meeting, immediately following the roll call of delegates and the approval of five persons to act as chairpersons of the various sessions of the conference, the following recommendation was made and adopted by the 134 delegates in attendance.
That twenty-five members be nominated from the floor of the Conference, to act with the presidents of union conferences as a committee of counsel, and to appoint the standing committees; and that in making the selection no member shall nominate more than one candidate. 

It was agreed, in the discussion of the province of this committee, that it should in nowise be a small conference within the larger conference, but should appoint the standing committees, and  act only in an advisory way, in case special counsel is needed.
 
If a union conference president was absent then a vice-president from the union could serve in his place as long as these substitutes were not included in the 25 names from the floor. Much wider and far more representative participation in the election of officers and the ordering of the business of the conference was being achieved in this way.  Clearly, in this process the previous executive was not involved at all in the electoral process.  It seemed that the new approach to resolving the inherent conflict of interest embedded in the previous standing orders was now becoming a new norm. And certainly, between sessions representation in the administration of church affairs was much broader.  Twenty-eight members now comprised the General Conference Executive Committee.  They came from all parts of the United States and eight from beyond North America.
  But in fact, the new norm was not yet securely anchored in the system.

A Partial Reversion to the Old Ways
The 1905 General Conference session was held in tents on the site for the new denominational headquarters in Takoma Park.  With mission work expanding rapidly a much larger overseas delegation was expected.  At this session the nomination of standing committees was assigned to the incumbent executive committee.  Why is not clear.  Was there some hiccup with the previous approach to session management?  Was there some political sensitivity engendered by the conflict with Kellogg (there was a larger number of medical professionals appointed at the session) or was it simply because of expediency?  At least it was not the president who was again delegated the responsibility.  And on this occasion the session delegates were at least asked if they wanted to proceed this way.   They voted to assign the naming task to the executive.  Furthermore by this time the Executive Committee was considerably larger.  In 1904 there had been 28 members and the group was thus much more representative.  Nevertheless there was still an inherent conflict of interest in this approach.  In naming the nominating committee and the other standing committees, the executive committee could not avoid some vested interest.  The nominating committee at this session comprised 13 members two of whom, Olsen and Irwin, were executive committee members as former General Conference Presidents.

With renewed overseas growth, larger delegations involved greater expense in conducting business sessions and the 1905 delegates voted to approve the extension of the period between sessions from two years to four.  The newly devolved union organizational structures were functioning smoothly and achieved effective regional oversight. The next General Conference Session therefore convened in May and June of 1909.  Again the meetings were held in tents on the grounds of the headquarters property in Takoma Park.  Electoral procedures followed those of the 1905 session.  In the first formal session delegates were asked to vote on the appointment of chairmen for the various sessions.  There were five including Daniells the president.  Immediately following this action, Daniells “asked the pleasure of the Conference as to the manner in which the standing committees of the session should be appointed.”  Was it expediency again that suggested this less complicated way?  When given the opportunity the delegates voted “that the General Conference Committee of twenty-nine be instructed to bring in nominations of standing committees to be submitted to the Conference.”
  There was no protest from Prescott about the inherent conflict of interest.  Perhaps such conflict now had become significantly diluted so that it was no longer a serious problem although Prescott had always been concerned about the principle of the thing and that was still a problem.  Who gets to nominate the nominating committee is an important issue of principle.  On this occasion the executive committee recommended a nominating committee of twenty-two, two of whom again were former General Conference Presidents.  One, in fact, (Olsen) had been named as the chair.  The balance of the committee was widely representative with few if any Union Presidents.
Again at the 1913 General Conference session delegates in a now familiar procedure were given the opportunity of deciding how they wished to proceed in the appointment of the standing committees.  Daniells as the chair at the second meeting of the session on May 15, spoke of the need for standing committees “requesting the pleasure of the Conference as to how they should be secured.”  On this occasion it was former president O. A. Olsen who moved “that the standing committees be appointed (italics mine) by the General Conference Committee.”
  This would seem to be a reporting error in the Bulletin and that what Olsen really meant was that the Executive Committee name the standing committees and that the delegates approve the appointments.  The following day, May 16 the General Conference Committee brought back its nominations for the nominating committee and fifteen were appointed.  At this session a number of additional standing committees were appointed as the session began to wrestle with the need for further organizational changes to cope with the still rapidly expanding church.  Besides the usual committees on credentials, distribution of labor, plans and finance a committee on the constitution was appointed.  Thought was being given to the establishment of continental “Divisions” in an effort to more effectively localize decision making for mission.
  While the delegates were still being given the choice of how the standing committees should be appointed, their action to request the executive committee to continue to function after its mandate had expired by naming the nominating committee went against the principle Prescott had earlier advocated and against the pattern established in 1901 and 1903 but no one seemed to be troubled by the Conflict of Interest.  Prescott appears to have given up.
At the 1918 session of the General Conference in San Francisco the seating of delegates had become quite complex under the new Division arrangements and early actions were needed to authorize delegates to the North American Division session to also be delegates to the General Conference session and vice versa.  Delegates from foreign fields attending the General Conference as delegates were invited to participate in the proceedings of the North American Division even though it seems they could not be formally listed as delegates for such.  Following the sorting out of the delegation arrangements again on motion (the name of the proposer is not reported) the Executive Committee of the General Conference was “authorized to nominate the usual standing committees for the session.”
  This time they nominated sixteen people to serve as the committee on nominations and thirty-three for the committee on plans and recommendations in a report that was presented at the fifth meeting of the session  (an 8 pm meeting).
  The size of both committees at this session represented a substantial increase on the previous session.  Just when the Executive Committee met to make these nominations is not documented.  The last minutes of the Executive Committee are dated March 9 and the first meeting of the incoming committee was not held until April 14 at the close of the session.  No minutes were apparently recorded for meetings held during the session perhaps in deference to the principle that the term of office of the committee had expired at the commencement of the session.  In this case the meeting of the executive body may have been an informal meeting.  This may have been the most expeditious way of dealing with the issue but nevertheless it still reflected an inherent conflict of interest.  Prescott’s ideal has still not been achieved. 

The increasing complexity of organization is reflected at this time in way that the church curtailed its experiment with autonomous Division structures.  At this 1918 session the autonomous North American Division organizational unit with its own officers appointed by its own constituency was abolished following a recommendation developed by a pre-session joint meeting of the General Conference and North American Division.  Several factors lay behind the decision to recommend a merger of the two entities again but the primary reason as explained by I. H. Evans, the president of the North American Division was that the self-appointing division structure for North America and other divisions was perceived to be a risk to the structural unity of the church.  It had been a five year experiment that was considered to have introduced structural weakness into the organization.  In its place the General Conference appointed Vice Presidents who were responsible for oversight of the continental division areas but it was the Union Conferences that were retained with direct organic links to the General Conference.
 
A Fresh Approach – Conflict of Interest Finally Eliminated in 1922.

By the time of the 1922 General Conference held in San Francisco the number of delegates in attendance had become so numerous (536 are listed) that it was agreed at the outset that for the first time at a GC session the roll would not be read because it would consume too much time.  It was agreed that the list of names would simply be printed in the Bulletin.
 The complexities arising from increasing growth of the movement and the increasing number of organizational entities now including divisional sections and both Union conferences and missions, apparently prodded the Executive Committee prior to the Session to consider a better and more democratic and representative way of dealing with the appointment of the all important nominating committee and the other standing committees.  How much this was motivated by a desire to be more representative, and how much it was a matter of trying to remove the conflict of interest is not clear.  Another significant factor may also have been the growing pressure of discontent with the length of Daniells’ administration.  A pamphlet war had erupted prior to the session alleging apostasy on the part of Daniells because of his alleged inadequate views of the authority of Ellen White’s writings turning the session into an ugly highly charged battleground. Other sections of the church workforce, such as the medical people it seems felt that a change was needed.

At a meeting of the General Conference Executive Committee the day before the session commenced consideration was given to three proposals for the appointment of standing committees.  Each of the proposals had been drawn up by a different member of the committee, R. A. Underwood, recently retired Central Union Conference president, Oliver Montgomery, President of the South American Division and I. H. Evans then president of the Far Eastern Division.  There is no minuted action of the Executive Committee formally requesting the proposals which may indicate that action was initiated by the officers. 
Following a review of each of the proposals at a full meeting of the Committee gathered in San Francisco on the day prior to the commencement of the Session the committee recommended that the proposal drawn up by I E Evans, president of the Asiatic Division be put to the delegates.  This was done at the first formal session of the meeting.  The recommendation proposed first that the Executive Committee continue to function during the session to deal only with Credentials and Distribution of labor given the large number of calls and transfers that needed to be expedited.  Then it went on to propose for the first time since 1901 that the process of appointing the nominating committee and the plans and recommendations committee be placed completely back in the hands of the delegates.  The Committees recommendation had five parts and read,
1. That the General Conference Executive Committee constitute the Committees on Credentials and Licenses and on Distribution of Labor.
2. That the Committees on Nominations and on Plans and Resolutions be constituted as follows:
Each union conference and union mission to select one representative as a member of the Committee on Nominations and one as a member of the Committee on Plans and Resolutions.

The General Conference Executive Committee to appoint fifteen additional members of the Committee on Plans and Resolutions, in order that departmental and institutional work may be properly represented.
3. That each committee organize itself, electing its own chairman.
4. That the Committee on Plans and Resolutions act as the Committee on Constitution.
5. Recognizing that the unions outside of North America have not sufficient delegates present to form a working union quorum, we recommend that delegations from abroad meet as Divisions for the selection of representatives on these committees on the basis stated.

The recommendation was read to the Session and voted on the following day after the formal opening ceremonies had been completed.  For the first time delegates from each of the union conferences in each of the division areas were given the power to caucus together and nominate members to the nominating committee on a representational basis.  The list was published a day later.  Under these arrangements the nominating committee at this session comprised 48 members with a significant number from overseas.  Delegates were informed at the fifth meeting of the Session three days after it had started that the Nominating Committee had organized itself and had selected F. H. De Vinney (President of the Japan Union) as Chair and J. L. McElhany (president of the Southwestern Union) as secretary.  An electoral process free of conflict of interest had finally been achieved.
The proceedings of the nominating committee at this particular General Conference Session were probably the most tumultuous of any GC session.  Delegates could not agree on a president until just three days before the session ended.  The committee had been impacted by the highly politicized libelous campaign against Daniells by a fundamentalist group of pastors from the Columbia Union.
  In the end, W. A Spicer was elected president and Daniells as secretary.
Sometime during the following four years the General Conference Executive Committee gave attention to yet further improving the electoral processes to ensure that the composition of standing committees were truly representational.  In 1926 the same process was followed of having delegates from the divisions caucus together as the session began but this time there was a better rationale for the number of persons to serve on the committee.  Members would be nominated to serve on the nominating committee based on the number of members in the organizational entities they represented “one member for each divisional organization with one member for every 10,000 or fraction thereof in each division.”  This would give a total of 37 members of the Committee which would still elect its own chairman and secretary.   Each division was free to choose its own plan of caucusing and the General Conference Session itself would approve the list or members proposed.  A similar representative approach was adopted for the Committee on Plans and Recommendations but its membership had a more ex officio composition which included department secretaries from the General Conference and each of the Divisions.  It comprised 83 members.  In the case of this latter committee it was the Executive Committee that named the chairperson (C. H. Watson). The membership of both committees were approved at the third meeting of the session and the next day delegates were informed that the nominating committee had elected its chairperson (J. L. Mc Elhany) and Secretary, (W. T. Bartlett).
  This process has been followed ever since with modifications only to the number of committee members to be elected.
Conclusion

Could organizational reform have been achieved earlier in the Seventh-day Adventist church if there had been a willingness to recognize the inherent conflict of interest embedded in the electoral process adopted for the election of church leaders and the management of General Conference sessions?  Prescott thought so.  At least the process would have been opened up earlier to wider representation and participation in the key decision making committees.  Subverting or stepping around the conflict of interest mechanism in 1901 enabled the church to benefit from this wider representation and input into its administrative processes and it facilitated major change.  For a variety of reasons following the 1901 initiative there was a partial reversion to former processes (1905 – 1922) but over time the growth in numbers and complexity of church organization persuaded leadership to adopt electoral processes that substantially eliminated the problem. 

Careful review of organizational processes can identify places at which conflict of interest can occur.  Often they may not always be easy to adjust, but the values of trust, accountability, openness and fairness all of which are important in achieving organizational efficiency suggest that eliminating conflict of interest should be a priority in Christian organizations.
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