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PRECIS. While Seventh-day Adventists are wrongly understood as a sect or cult, they 
remain staunchly outside the ecumenical movement. For one thing, they greatly dis­
trust the Roman Catholic Church, whose papacy seems to most sda’s to be antichrist. 
They see here, and in the ecumenism of other Protestant churches, fulfillment of dire 
predictions in the books of Daniel and Revelation. At the same time, individual 
Roman Catholics and Protestants may be true Christians and no defamation is in­
tended.

Seventh-day Adventists thus condemn the ecumenical movement, seeing them­
selves, a "remnant church," as called to witness to Sabbath observance, the nature of 
man, and the imminent return of Christ. All of these are ignored in the World  
Council of Churches. However, at least a very small minority of sda’s have reacted 
favorably to the suggestion of the w cc that membership in this body, which is neutral 
on doctrinal and ecclesiological questions, would be an opportunity to witness to their 
faith.

The time has come for serious dialogue between Adventists and other Christians. 
The high quality of theological faculties at Andrews University in Michigan and the 
Séminaire Adventiste du Saléve in France indicates the fallacy of dismissing this 
church as a group of fanatics. Contact with other scholars, as well as the changes 
taking place in the Roman Catholic Church, may help to bridge the gulf between them 
and other Christians. But one must also take into account the Adventist fear of be­
coming just one more denomination, losing distinctive doctrines and evangelistic con­
cern.

Seventh-day Adventists feel that they are coming into their own. No 
longer so frequently misunderstood as a "cult,” a "sect,” or an offbeat body 
with a ghetto-mentality, but generally considered a respectable denomina­



tion of the Christian Church, they are anxious to communicate with their 
fellow Christians so that their message may make an impact on them.1 This 
attitude is illustrated by the fact that sd a  Elder LeRoy Froom’s book on the 
history of the doctrine of conditional immortality was projected in order 
that "Seventh-day Adventists [would] no longer appear as upstart innova­
tors, out of step and out of tune with all segments . . .  of the past whose 
names we rightly venerate."2 Rather, they want to be seen as "restorers and 
continuators” of the ongoing reformation of the Church.3 And, as the late 
Elder Francis D. Nichol put it: "The reformation calls for completion most 
notably on these two doctrines, the sabbath and the nature of man; this is 
simply another way of saying that we have here two very real reasons for 
the existence of the Seventh-day Adventists."4

The ecclesiological self-understanding of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church is not widely shared by other Christians, and this is due to some ex­
tent to the sd a  noninvolvement in the ecumenical activities of these 
churches. In exploring the causes of this, we will analyze first the sd a  at­
titudes toward the Roman Catholic and Protestant Churches, and then their 
view of the worldwide ecumenical movement. This will lead to an explora­
tion of the question whether or not there are in fact components of the 
Seventh-day Adventist faith-commitment which call for or prohibit their 
entrance into ecumenical relationships with other Christian churches. Fi­
nally, we will take up the problem of the response of these churches to the 
s d a  phenomenon.

ADVENTIST ATTITUDES TOWARD TH E OTHER CHURCHES

Throughout its history,5 Seventh-day Adventism has been preoccupied 
with a struggle to define its view of the Roman Catholic Church.6 In order 
to understand this preoccupation, it should be noted first that Adventism 
began at a time when nativist Protestantism both hated and feared the 
Catholic Church. The nineteenth-century Millerite movement (out of which 
the Seventh-day Adventist [movement] arose) was not loath to accept the 
identification of the apocalyptic beast and harlot and the Babylon of Revela­
tion as "paoal Rome," an identification made as a matter of course in the 
churches from which the Millerites had come.7 Their preoccupation with 
Daniel and Revelation did, however, make this identification more definitely 
a part of Adventist thinking, and it has remained such to the present day. 
As late as 1952, for example, at the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Confer­
ence (a kind of general council of the denomination), a paper was de­
livered by a then-professor at the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Semi­



nary in suburban Washington, D. C , in which paper the papacy was ana­
lyzed quite seriously as the antichrist.8

Even Questions on Doctrine, a responsible and authoritative statement 
of s d a  faith, did not refrain from including the identification of “the Cath­
olic, or great Roman, apostasy” with Daniel 7:24-25.

As for the ten horns,
Out of this kingdom 

ten kings shall arise, 
and another shall arise after them; 

he shall be different from the former ones, 
and shall put down three kings.

He shall speak words against the Most High,
and shall wear out the saints of the Most High, 
and shall think to change the times and the law ; 

and they shall be given into his hand
for a time, two times, and half a time.

In the same chapter the horn of the fourth beast with “eyes like the eyes of 
a man and a mouth speaking great things” (Daniel 7 :8 ) is described as 
“Rome’s pagan and later papal phases.”9 In other places in this same work 
we read that “Seventh-day Adventists believe that the prophecies of Daniel 
7 and Revelation 13, relating to the beast, refer particularly to the Papacy.”10 
It further decries “such papal innovations as a mediating priesthood, the 
sacrifice of the mass, the confessional, and the worship of Mary, by which 
it [papal Rome] has successfully taken away knowledge of, and reliance 
upon, the continual ministry of Christ . . . and rendered that ministry in­
operative in the lives of millions of professed Christians.”11 It goes on for 
pages to condemn, out of a vast ignorance of Catholic theology, the so- 
called teachings of the Roman Church.12

Lest, however, there be any unfortunate misunderstanding, the compilers 
of Questions on Doctrine add that “our statements . . .  do not have the 
defamatory character that some would impute to us. They are uttered in 
sorrow, not for invidious comparisons.”13 There is reason to believe that this 
latter statment is quite sincere; it is repeated later in the book:

This prophetic interpretation does not justify the charge that its holders are anti- 
Catholic. W e do not deny credit for any good that has been done by Catholics, or 
discount the sincerity of earnest individual Catholics because we find the system con­
demned in the Scripture. W e respect the freedom of every Catholic to worship God 
as he thinks right; and we hold the freedom to point out what we see as error and to 
seek to persuade men to accept what we believe is truth, without prejudice or bigotry.14

The “Babylon” charge applies to the papacy as an institution ( “system”)



only, it would seem, for earlier in the book the reader is informed that “we 
fully recognize the [heartening] fact that a host of true followers of Christ 
are scattered all through the various churches of Christendom, including 
the Roman Catholic communion. These God clearly recognizes as His own. 
Such do not form a part of the ’Babylon’ portrayed in the Apocalypse.”18 
This apocalyptic Babylon, rather, is composed of ’’those who have broken 
with the spirk and essence of true Christianity, and have followed the way 
of apostasy.”11*

That the Babylon question is nevertheless still unresolved is pointed up 
by the contradiction in the —  admittedly unofficial —  Seventh-day Advent­
ist Encyclopedia, published almost ten years after Questions on Doctrine. 
There we read concerning ’’Babylon:”

SDA interpretation today is essentially that of Uriah Smith and other early sda com­
mentators. Modern Babylon is understood to stand for all Christian churches that have 
departed from the "everlasting gospel" as set forth in the Scriptures, including both 
the great Roman apostasy of the early Christian centuries and the more recent depar­
ture of Protestantism [from God’s W ord, beginning in particular with] their rejection 
of the 1844 message. The fall is understood to be progressive; it is not yet complete, 
but it will be so when the major Protestant churches collaborate with the Church of 
Rome in an attempt to coerce the conscience (Revelation 13) .17

This statement illustrates the fact that Adventism has been almost as con­
sistently critical of the churches of the Reformation as of the Roman Cath­
olic Church. Ellen White, for example, strongly indicted Protestantism:

Many of the Protestant churches are following Rome’s example of iniquitous connec­
tion with "the kings of the earth" —  the state churches, by their relation to secular 
governments. . . . Besides a sinful union with the world, the churches that separated 
from Rome present other of her characteristics.18

She goes on for seven pages in like vein. Furthermore, foreshadowing de­
velopments to come, eighty years ago the same Ellen White wrote:

Romanism is now regarded by Protestants with far greater favor than in former years. 
In those countries where Catholicism is not in the ascendancy, and the papists are 
taking a conciliatory course in order to gain influence, there is an increasing indiffer­
ence concerning the doctrines that separate the reformed churches from the papal 
hierarchy; the opinion is gaining ground that, after all, we do not differ so widely 
upon vital points as has been supposed, and that a little concession on our part will 
bring us into a better understanding with Rome.19

She obviously did not approve of this changing attitude, but sounded a 
warning about what we today call a ’’false irenicism.” This view of Ellen 
W hite is still quite typical of Seventh-day Adventists. There is a widespread



presupposition that the Catholic attitude toward religious liberty and the 
ecumenical movement is (at least at the policy-making level) somewhat 
cynical, an astute power-play.

The 1965 papal visit to the United Nations headquarters was commonly 
looked upon by Seventh-day Adventists as a decisive step in the regaining 
of world leadership by "the Vatican." It was no ignorant country preacher, 
but the secretary of the Ministerial Association of the sd a  General Confer­
ence, who commented on the visit in this fashion:

From our very early beginnings Adventist preachers, through the study of prophecy, 
have declared that Roman Catholicism will rise to the place where she will ultimately 
become the voice of the religious world. For many decades there was no indication 
that such a thing would or even could ever happen. The study of prophecy also con­
vinced us that the United States . . . will increase in prestige until she becomes the 
most influential nation in the world. As such she will play a leading role in bringing 
about the full and final exaltation of the Papacy. . . . The prophecies of God’s Word 
. . . should mean more to us today than ever, for we can surely see the day approach­
ing.’20

The fraternal contacts between Paul VI and Patriarch Athenagoras have 
been described in Adventist sermons as "signs of the times;" and the new 
attitude of most Protestant churches toward Roman Catholicism since the 
second Vatican Council likewise seems to the majority of Adventists as the 
fulfillment of Revelation 13:3: "One of [the beast’s] heads seemed to have 
a mortal wound, but its mortal wound was healed, and the whole earth fol­
lowed the beast with wonder."21

TH E ADVENTISTS AND TH E ECU M EN ICA L M O VEM ENT

As might be suspected from the foregoing analysis, Seventh-day Ad­
ventists do not participate in the ecumenical movement as such. They be­
lieve it has been foretold as one of the signs of the gathering darkness, and 
so they expect it to go forward and to reunite the Western Catholics and 
Eastern Orthodox, and ultimately to result in the union of the Protestant 
churches among themselves and with "Rome."

The ecumenical movement will then become a concerted effort to unite the world and 
to secure universal peace and security by enlisting the power of civil government in 
a universal religio-political crusade to eliminate all dissent, sda's envisiQn this crusade 
as the great apostasy to which John the revelator refers as "Babylon the Great.” They 
understand, also, that God’s last message of mercy to the world prior to the return 
of Christ in power and glory will consist of a warning against this great apostate 
movement, and a call to all who choose to remain loyal to him to leave the churches 
connected with it.22



This quotation, of course, is not from an official source, and there has been 
no authoritative statement from the General Conference enunciating an of­
ficial attitude toward the ecumenical movement. Published statements from 
individuals, however, have thus far been consistent with this quotation.

The sda’s see themselves vis-a-vis the churches engaged in the ecumenical 
movement as the "remnant church.” In his introduction to Ellen W hite’s 
Patriarchs and Prophets, Uriah Smith indicates that the first Adventists de­
scribed this remnant simply as "the last generation of Christians, or those 
living on the earth at the second coming of Christ,” who, according to Reve­
lation 12:17, "keep the commandments of God” (including, of course, as 
Adventists insist, the sabbath commandment).23 To this day Adventists 
maintain the validity of referring to themselves in this style because of their 
message to what they consider to be the last generation of men; they do not 
use the term in an exclusivist sense, they emphasize, for they recognize the 
Church of Christ existing wherever there are those individuals "who remain 
faithful to the light which God has given them.”24

But Seventh-day Adventists do feel especially called upon to transmit the 
angelic message of Revelation 14 to the whole human race:

If Seventh-day Adventists seem to differ in emphasis from some of our brethren of 
other Protestant faiths, it is because we believe we have a special message for this 
hour. W e hold the 'everlasting gospel” of Revelation 14 :6  to be the apostolic gospel, 
understood and emphasized in the setting of God’s great last-day judgment hour, and 
designed for the preparation of a people completely clad in the righteousness of 
Christ and fully following the revealed will of God as they prepare to stand in His 
presence at His imminent glorious appearing.25

They maintain that the proclamation of the imminent return of Christ and 
of the proper preparation for this event would be incompatible, for in­
stance, with membership in the World Council of Churches.

This is a view held by a majority within the denomination, a way of 
thinking represented frequently by Nichol. As stated editorially by him, the 
Adventist attitude toward the ecumenical movement must continue to be 
negative:

Though we should not judge them [the leaders in the movement], we cannot join 
them. That should be transparently clear to every Adventist who knows anything of 
the real spirit and nature of the Advent Movement. The essence of the ecumenical 
movement is "Come in.” But at the very heart of the Advent Movement is "Come 
out.” Indeed, only as we preach this command and call on men to be obedient can 
there be any Advent Movement. . . . Finally, the ecumenical movement should make 
us more conscious than ever before of the times in which we live. The end is near. 
. . .  It is the uniting of the great religious bodies that makes possible the final conflict. 
And in that conflict we cannot be ecumenical.26
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In a later issue of the same paper this feeling was reiterated in the remnant- 
context by another member of the editorial staff:

The role of the remnant church is a difficult one in this age when "ecumenism” has 
become a shibboleth in the religious world. W e favor true unity, but we cannot par­
ticipate in the general ecumenical movement, for several reasons, among which are 
these: (1 )  the ecumenical movement seems to place the goal of unity above truth, 
(2 )  the Protestant wing is dominated by religious liberals, . . .  (3 )  we have a mes­
sage for all churches and could not give it clearly from within the ecumenical move­
ment, (4 )  to join forces with churchmen and churches whose goals and beliefs differ 
from ours, yet pretend we are in harmony, would be dishonest.27

The author of this statement is now the editor of the Review and Herald, 
the general s d a  church paper. As press-observer at the Fourth Assembly of 
the w cc at Uppsala in 1968, he reflected editorially on his return: "The 
remnant church is unique, and while it should pursue its mission with a 
friendly, cooperative attitude toward fellow Christians . . .  it cannot lock 
arms and step with the ecumenical movement as institutionalized in the 
World Council of Churches."28

The w cc has in fact acknowledged the Seventh-day Adventist attitude 
toward the Council in a description of the denomination drawn up for the 
information of the member churches: "Seventh-day Adventists have a deep 
conviction that it is their duty to proclaim their distinctive witness, and the 
church therefore consistently rejects any kind of comity arrangements."29 
For its part, however, the Adventist Church does, on a nonofficial level, 
react favorably to the w ee’s self-description as a fellowship of churches 
which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Savior according to the 
Scriptures and therefore seek to fulfill together their common calling to the 
glory of one God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The difficulty, most Ad­
ventists feel, is not with the common calling, but with the possibility of dis­
tinctive witness. The w cc has, nevertheless, raised a question for Ad­
ventists to ponder: "whether in the light of the openness of the w cc Con­
stitution and its neutrality on doctrinal and ecclesiological questions, a prop­
er place of witness and engagement is not precisely within the movement 
rather than apart from it. Can the w cc . . .  be seen as one more place where 
witness to the full truth of the gospel is needed and can be made ?"30

This is the question now being discussed quietly in ecumenical circles. 
Most moderately conservative theologians tend to be negative toward mem­
bership in the w cc and cautious about formal cooperation in w cc depart­
ments. Most progressive Adventist theologians, on the other hand, are de­
cidedly positive toward the latter and even cautious toward the possibility of 
membership. It is worthy of note, in this connection, that at Uppsala one
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Seventh-day Adventist became, along with nine Roman Catholics, a regular 
member of the Faith and Order Commission.31 Thus, to some degree, at 
least, Adventists have been willing to let their witness be made from within 
the w cc. Likewise in America, while Adventists are not members of the 
NCC, they are represented on some committees, mainly those concerned 
with evangelism.

Thus, the Seventh-day Adventist Church has a well-thought-out position 
regarding the other Christian churches and the ecumenical movement in 
general. Its stance cannot be dismissed as fundamentalist, or as a haughty 
aloofness, much less as a holier-than-thou posture. Rather, its position is 
based on a conviction springing from its attempt to be faithful to its witness- 
responsibility to the churches and to the world.

ECU M EN ICA L POTEN TIALITIES W IT H IN  ADVENTISM

The question arises whether the de facto stance taken by the Seventh-day 
Adventists is an attitude essential to their faith-commitment, or whether 
this same faith-commitment could, or even should, find its expression also 
within various levels of ecumenical relationships with other Christian 
churches, including the Roman Catholic. In this connection it seems pos­
sible to say that there are indeed forces within Seventh-day Adventism 
which of themselves impel its members toward increasingly greater involve­
ment in ecumenical relationships.

One of these forces is the Adventist share of responsibility for the on­
going reformation of the Church. Adventists are, in fact, heirs of the Prot­
estant reformation, and their theological self-understanding finds its ex­
pression within the Reformed tradition. Ellen White was a Methodist be­
fore her disfellowship because of her advent-expectation, and many of the 
early leaders came from either Methodism or the Calvinist-Arminian sote- 
riological tradition of other churches.

Adventists have usually understood this responsibility to lie especially 
within three areas: ( l )  the return of Christians to seventh-day sabbath ob­
servance; (2 ) emphasis on the unity of man’s nature in opposition to any 
Neoplatonist/Cartesian dualistic view of the body-soul relationship com­
mon in popular Christianity; (3 ) sensitivity to the imminence of Christ’s 
coming.32

It is this writer’s conviction that in all three areas there is room for 
serious colloquy between Seventh-day Adventist theologians and theolo­
gians from other Christian communions. Too long have the latter simply 
assumed that the former are fanatics or at the very least "fundamentalists,”



and hence easily dismissed from serious consideration. Granted that sd a  

pamphleteering and preaching does frequently justify such an attitude, the 
high quality of the theological faculties of such Adventist institutions as 
Andrews University (Berrien Springs, Michigan) and the Séminaire Ad- 
ventiste du Saléve (Collonges-sous-Saleve, Haute-Savoie, France) makes 
generalizations about a monolithic Seventh-day Adventist largely unwar­
ranted.

A second force within Adventism with much potential is their tradition 
of biblical scholarship, especially in the area of biblical archaeology, a field 
where competent scholars like Siegfried Horn have distinguished them­
selves. Seventh-day Adventists now have increasing contact with develop­
ments in biblical studies; although the popular attitude toward these de­
velopments is that they are "modernist,” s d a  scholars are participating more 
and more in the professional societies. It would seem that this cannot but 
cause them at least to rethink such critical issues for their theology as the 
dating and literary form of Daniel, a process which in turn will affect their 
interpretation of Revelation. This, of course, will have profound repercus­
sions in all areas of their theology, including their understanding of the 
Roman Catholic and other Christian churches.33

A third force exerting pressure from within Adventism is, it seems, the 
almost innate sd a  preoccupation with Roman Catholicism referred to 
above. One of the main reasons sustaining the negative s d a  evaluation of 
Roman Catholicism has been the lack of direct contact with Catholic think­
ing. This situation, however, is rapidly changing, at least at the university 
and seminary level (where courses on Roman Catholic theology are offered 
by knowledgeable professors —  though thus far no Roman Catholics have 
been invited to teach them). On the General Conference level, however, 
the change has not been so apparent. There is, furthermore, among Ameri­
can Seventh-day Adventists the frequently heard opinion that there is such a 
thing as "the Roman Catholic view” on almost every question, "religious,” 
or otherwise.34 The initiating of unofficial dialogue would seem, then, for 
this reason alone, if for no other, imperative —  a need which was demon­
strated in the reaction to an editorial in the denominational organ of the 
Seventh-day Adventists, which stated:

The church that never changes is making the most earth-shaking changes any church 
has ever made. In many respects the stereotype picture of the Catholic Church . . . 
is fading fast. Many things that have truthfully been said about the church in the 
past are no longer true, or will soon not be. In all Christian fairness we should not 
be guilty of misrepresenting the present by citing the past.35



If  the letters to the editor published a month later are any indication of the 
general sda response to this view, the popular reaction was not very favor­
able.

On the personal level, on the other hand, this writer’s contacts with sda 
people, professors, and ministers have been usually warm and Christian. 
One occasionally encounters reserve, suspicion, or hostility, but this is un­
usual (and frequently embarrassing to other Adventists). Their sermons 
and popular literature, nevertheless, continue to take an apocalyptic view of 
contemporary developments in the Catholic Church, especially on the "'Vat­
ican” scene. Further progress toward a more positive attitude toward the 
Catholic and Protestant churches will depend, it would seem, on increasing 
contact by Adventists with developments in biblical scholarship and in 
other areas of theology. In regard to systematic theology, for instance, above 
we indicated that the Adventists feel that their call is to witness to, besides 
the imminent coming of Christ, the sabbath, and the nature of man. A case 
might be made for stating that the sda doctrine of man is not incompatible 
with that of mainstream Christian thought. Contemporary eschatological 
theology has likewise given reason to insist on the doctrine of the * ’coming” 
of Christ as an integral, if difficult, element of the Christian message.

Finally, there is the force of the "angelic” element of Adventism. The 
sda call is to participate in the communication of the message of the angels 
of Revelation 14 to mankind. Since the sda experience has been that polemic 
is not the most effective way of accomplishing this, they must explore other 
methods of fulfilling their responsibility without compromise to their faith- 
commitment.

THE PROBLEM OF RESPONSE
In view of rhese forces among others within Adventism, and in the face 

of the sda policy of "nonparticipation” in ecumenical relationships, what 
attitudes should the other Christian churches try to form at this juncture ?

First of all, they should be sympathetically aware of certain problems 
confronting the sda Church related to its own attitude toward the Christian 
churches and the ecumenical movement. For one thing, as the denomination 
becomes better known, more accepted, better educated, and more affluent, 
it is also in danger of becoming just another denomination (albeit with a 
few unusual, though tolerable, aspects, such as Saturday worship and die­
tary restrictions), with their distinctive doctrinal witness softpedaled. The 
new ecumenical spirit in a small but expanding sda circle poses some serious 
problems for :he denomination as a whole. As expressed by Elder William 
Loveless, a well-known sda pastor with a great interest in ecumenism:
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W e do not hold that all our members have the earmarks of God’s people as laid down 
in Revelation, namely, keeping the commandments. Merely attending church on sab­
bath morning does not mean that we are keeping the commandments necessarily or 
that we have a correct relationship with God.

The saving relationship is a personal one, which means that people from all denomi­
nations, people from no denomination, probably, will be granted the free gift of 
eternal life. . . . H ow ever, there is a rationale for the existence of the Adventist 
Church that transcends the rationale for the existence of most other churches and/or 
religious institutions.

This rationale is doctrinal. . . . W e have a special message which, if properly under­
stood and properly taught, will bring our neighbors and friends and certainly our­
selves into a closer, more meaningful relationship with God. . . . While we do not 
believe that we have any corner on salvation, we do hold that through these under­
standings we can make salvation in this life more meaningful to anyone.36

He feels that it is only in a self-denying obedience to their distinctive mes­
sage that Adventists can avoid becoming just one more denomination.

There is likewise the problem that Adventists generally are persuaded 
that involvement with the ecumenical movement will result in a diminished 
interest in "soul-winning” and in their getting bogged down in programs 
of only a political, cultural, or sociological nature, s d a  leader B. B. Beach, 
a delegate-observer at Uppsala, for example, has pointed out that "ecumen­
ism has had a soporific effect in the field of evangelistic witness and in­
dividual conversion.”37

Keeping these and other sd a  causes of hesitation in mind, however, it 
is nevertheless time for the other Christian churches to take a new look at 
the two-million member Seventh-day Adventist communion. Careful study 
will make it clear that these Christians are not a sect like the Jehovah’s W it­
nesses, for instance (with whom they are frequently confused). In the wit­
ness of their personal commitment and in the essential aspects of their faith, 
Seventh-day Adventists are a Christian church. Ongoing dialogue will of 
necessity focus very quickly on the difficult question of the precise content 
of these "essential” aspects.

The sabbath question admits of no casual glossing-over; the problem of 
the sanctuary doctrine is a real one. No facile resolution of the differences 
between them and other Christians is possible. The real problem for im­
mediate attention is the overcoming of the barrier of widespread misunder­
standing of why Adventists feel that they have a reason for existing. On the 
SDA side, one problem needs more in-depth discussion: the question of 
whether the distinctive sd a  witness can be effective if it is not made within 
the context of relationships of an ecumenical nature with other Christian 
churches.
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