
A box or other container used as a bank in which to accumulate money saved by self-
denial; also called missionary box (21MR 433; CD 329; CS 291), charity box (WM 270), 
contribution box (RH, Nov. 11, 1902), or “box for the church [building] fund” (1MR 191). 
One of the projects for which Ellen White specifically promoted and use of self-denial 
boxes was to support educational work among Blacks in the southern United States (Lt 
304, 1904, in 2MR 70; PCO 30). In White’s thought, the self-denial box was a simple but 
effective way to educate Christians in habits of thrift and economy. 
In a New Year’s message in 1881 she explained the basic idea. “I advise my brethren and 
sisters to supply themselves the coming year with a home missionary box, wherein to 
deposit small bits of money for offerings to God, besides the regular tithe.  
 
Whenever there is an extra outlay for the gratification of the appetite, let an equal 
amount also be dropped into this savings-bank.” For every “needless expenditure … 
drop the same amount into this receptacle. 
 
Let parents prepare a box for each of their children, and after explaining the principle, 
leave them with their conscience and their God” (RH, Jan. 4, 1881). She saw, in this 
practice, at least four benefits. First, the process of deciding which expenses called for a 
matching deposit in the “home missionary box” would sensitize believers to recognize 
unnecessary expenditures. Second, since the amount in the “home missionary box” 
would equal the money spent on self-indulgence, they could see how much these trivial 
items amounted to in a year. Third, they would save up a considerable offering for the 
Lord’s work. Fourth, they could see that if instead of putting into the box an amount just 
equal to the self-indulgence, they had actually denied themselves the indulgence and 
put that money into the box as well, they would have twice the offering to give at the 
end of the year. She concluded, “Do not neglect to provide yourselves and your children 
with the little banks. The very fact that for every penny needlessly expended another 
must be deposited here will prevent many an unnecessary outlay” (ibid.). 
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Thus she saw the “self-denial box” as a practical tool for developing habits of thrift for 
the purpose of generosity. “Let everyone have a self-denial box in his home,” she wrote 
in 1898, “and when he would spend pennies and shillings in self-gratification let him 
remember the needy and starving in Africa and India and those close by his own door.” 
“Practice economy.” “Turn from the worship of self” to “relieve suffering humanity” 
(WM 273). She challenged children to voluntarily restrict their spending for candies, 
gum, ice cream, and snack foods (CD 329). She called youth to “deny themselves of 
needless ornaments and articles of dress” (WM 270). She urged all to “dress plainly but 
neatly. Spend as little as possible upon yourselves” (9T 131). 

She saw discarding the unneeded items as merely the first step in the process of learning 
thrift economy. The next step was to actually imitate the self-denial, self-sacrificing life 
of Jesus. “Let the members of the church now put away their pride and lay off their 
ornaments. Each should keep a missionary box at hand, and drop into it every penny he 
is tempted to waste in self-indulgence. But something more must be done than merely 
to dispense with superfluities. Self-denial must be practiced. Some of our comfortable 
and desirable things must be sacrificed. The preachers must sharpen up their message, 
not merely assailing self-indulgence, and pride in dress, but presenting Jesus, His life of 
self-denial and sacrifice. Let love, piety, and faith be cherished in the heart, and the 
precious fruits will appear in the life” (CS 291; HS 293). 

She urged “those of mature age” to “stop when they are examining a gold watch or 
chain, or some expensive article of furniture, and ask themselves the question: Would it 
be right to expend so large an amount for that which we could do without or when a 
cheaper article would serve our purpose just as well? By denying yourselves and lifting 
the cross for Jesus, who for your sakes became poor, you can do much toward relieving 
the suffering of the poor among us; and by thus imitating the example of your Lord and 
Master, you will receive His approval and blessing” (4T 511). “Practice economy in your 
homes,” she urged. “Give up your selfish pleasure. Do not, I beg of you, absorb means in 
embellishing your houses; for it is God’s money, and it will be required of you again. 
Parents, for Christ’s sake do not use the Lord’s money to please the fancies of your 
children” (CG 134, 135). Give useful but not unnecessary gifts (RH, Nov. 13, 1894). 

“Let those that have work bringing the highest wages come forward and act a part 
proportionate to the wages they receive. Let the men who have limited wages have an 
interest in this matter also. Do what you can, and lay aside something besides your tithe 
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money. Have you a box for this purpose? Explain to your children that it is the self-
denial box, in which you lay aside every penny, every shilling, that you can obtain and 
do not need to spend for actual necessities. It is for the Lord’s house. It is sacred self-
denial money. It is a gift to the Lord, to lift the God-dishonoring debt from the meeting 
house. Doing this, every member of the family will be blessed” (10MR 126). 

Further reading: CG 132; 2MR 70; PCO 30; PH126 8–11; RH, Aug. 18, 1904; AUG, Oct. 
5, 1904; YI, Nov. 1, 1904; ST, Nov. 30, 1904; RH, June 22, 1905; GH, July 1, 1905; GH, Nov. 
1, 1906; GH, June 1, 1908; GH, May 1, 1910. 
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