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I

There are those who regard the expression Christian scholarship a contradiction 
in terms. If  he is truly Christian, they argue, the scholar is more concerned with 
his religious commitment than with intellectual achievement. They conclude that 
such a commitment makes free inquiry impossible. Therefore, a dedicated Chris­
tian cannot be a scholar, and a scholar cannot be a practicing Christian.

This attitude is found within the church as well as without the church; for even 
in this age of unprecedented knowledge, some view with alarm any suggestion 
that the discovery of new truth is a legitimate function of a Seventh-day Advent­
ist college or university. They demand that church-related institutions transmit 
the known, but they distrust research into the unknown. They insist on affirma­
tion, but they shrink from inquiry. They are devotees of truth, but only to the ex­
tent that it requires no adjustment in belief.

The fear that there exists a fundamental disharmony between faith and knowl­
edge, religion and education, piety and intelligence, Christian commitment and 
scholarly achievement, is not a new one. Atheists and skeptics always have sug­
gested that faith is most compatible with gullibility, religion most at home with 
ignorance, piety most congenial with stupidity, and Christian commitment most 
fervid among the intellectually sterile.

Throughout the histories of Catholicism and Protestantism there have been 
voices and, often, prevailing attitudes in full agreement! O f course, usually they 
used a more sanctimonious vocabulary to express it. Frequently they made vague 
references to the need to become like children. Other times they gave out pious re-
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minders that God reveals himself best unto babes, connecting this with pompous 
pronouncements about the foolishness of preaching, and the like. But whatever 
the language used to express it, the attitude represents the oldest heresy of man­
kind. It was proclaimed first from the Tree of Knowledge by the father of lies 
when he insinuated that God prefers to keep his creatures ignorant.

The fear of learning is not aroused as long as the learning is confined to the 
transmission of the adult culture and values to the young of any particular society 
or subgroup. When education moves beyond indoctrination, however, and be­
comes involved in the discovery of new knowledge, the fright whistles start blow­
ing. The reason for this is inherent in the nature of the situation. People fear that 
new knowledge may undermine the indoctrination.

The context of a doctrinally oriented organization includes several conditions 
that encourage such fear. The first condition is the acceptance of a statement, or 
set of statements, as being synonymous with "truth” or "the truth.” The second 
condition is the extension of church membership to a person upon his affirmation 
of all these propositions and the withdrawal of it upon his denial of any. The 
third condition is evident when a church regards its mission and, hence, its reason 
for existence, the perpetuation and proclamation of this particular set of propo­
sitions.

These conditions describe a creedal church or sect. The more detailed the creed, 
the greater the fear that additional discovery may cast doubt on some portion of 
it. Such a church is actually declaring, "W e do not need the spirit of truth to 
guide us into all truth. W e already have the whole truth.” But throughout the 
history of the church, creeds have proved to be dismally poor substitutes for the 
Holy Spirit!

The founders of the Seventh-day Adventist church were very conscious of this. 
Many of them had been disfellowshiped by churches in which the creeds were so 
rigid that there was no latitude for the discernment of new truths. Thus these 
founders, fearing creeds as inhibitors of freedom and as obstacles to divine guid­
ance, resolutely refused to adopt a creed for their new church.

John N. Loughborough regarded a creed as the road to apostasy.1 James White 
held that a creed is in direct opposition to the gifts of the Spirit.2 Ellen White 
wrote:

The Bible, and the Bible alone, is to be our creed, the sole bond of union.3

As men’s minds become narrow, they think they know all, when they have only a glimpse 
of truth. They close their minds, as if there were no more for them to learn; and should the 
Lord attempt to lead them on, they would not accept the increased light. They cling to the 
spot where they see light, when that which they see is only a glimmer of the bright beams 
they might enjoy. They know very little of what it means to follow in the footsteps of 
Christ.4
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Have we perpetuated sufficiently this fear of crystallizing into formal state­
ments what we refer to as "the truth" ? Attempts to officialize in increasing detail 
doctrinal statements and church standards frequently get enthusiastic support. 
Sometimes in Adventist councils —  even in educational councils —  the most im­
passioned speeches are those that call for the codifying of church teachings, prin­
ciples, and standards so that "people will know what they believe"! W e are as­
sured that not only the young people but also the older members need to be told 
with authority what they can believe, what they ought to wear, where they may 
go, what they should or should not read or watch, what they may eat, etc. —  and 
that it is high time we tell them straight and stop pussyfooting around with guide­
lines and basic principles!

The enthusiastic "amen" chorus to which such a speaker usually sits down is 
alarming evidence that the Judaizers might fare much better at some Adventist 
councils than they did at the council of Jerusalem. Just how much have we learned 
from the tragic experiences of the church through the ages with Pharisees and 
papists ? Creedmakers among us are busy, and they are getting a hearing!

II

The New Testament concept of truth bears little resemblance to the way creed 
artists picture it. Our Lord declared, " I  am the way, and the truth, and the life" 
(John 14:6) .5 He associated truth with "the way," which suggests movement, 
progression; and with "life ," which is the very antithesis of everything static and 
unchanging. Most startling of all, he identified truth with himself —  the God- 
man. W hat concept could possibly be more dynamic than that ?

When Jesus drew the ultimate contrast, it was in terms of truth and not-truth: 
"You seek to kill me, a man who has told you the truth.. . .  You are of your fa­
ther the devil---- He . . .  has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no
truth in him" (John 8:40, 4 4 ). When he spoke of being freed from the clutches 
of sin, he said, "You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free" (John 
8 :3 2 ). When he prayed that the Father should complete the work of renewal, he 
petitioned, "Sanctify them in the truth; thy word is truth.. . .  For their sake I con­
secrate myself, that they also may be consecrated in truth" (John 1 7 :1 7 ,1 9 ).
Then as if to guarantee forever the dynamic, ever-unfolding nature of truth, he 
promised before leaving, "W hen the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you in­
to all the truth" (John 16 :13).

Both as a moral and as an intellectual quality, truth is the very essence of the 
Christian’s spiritual being. According to the foremost evangelist of all Christen­
dom, it is also the power of the Christian witness. Concerning his evangelism,
Paul wrote, "W e have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways; we refuse to
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practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement o f  the 
truth we would commend ourselves to every m aris conscience in the sight of 
God” (2 Corinthians 4 :2 ) . Truth is not only the content, but also thz m ethod, of 
living discipleship.

Commitment to any concept of truth short of this is unworthy of a Christian, 
and it is untenable for a church that is led by the Spirit bestowed to guide us into 
all truth. On the other hand, a commitment to guidance by the Spirit of truth will 
result in a mind-subduing awe at the wondrous unfolding of infinite knowledge. 
It will remove the fear of discovery. Ellen White had such a commitment, and 
she insisted on, rather than feared, continuing discovery. She wrote:

The more closely connected man is with the source of all knowledge and wisdom, the more 
he will feel that he must advance in intellectual and spiritual attainments. . . . Truth is 
eternal, and conflict with error will only make manifest its strength. . . .  If the pillars of our 
faith will not stand the test of investigation, it is time that we knew it.6

Faith in a lie will not have a sanctifying influence upon the life or character. No error is 
truth, or can be made truth by repetition, or by faith in it. Sincerity will never save a soul 
from the consequences of believing an error. . . . The Lord does not want us to have a blind 
credulity, and call that the faith that sanctifies. The truth is the principle that sanctifies, and 
therefore it becomes us to know what is truth.7

Because man is finite and truth is infinite, any particular statement or system 
of truth must by its very nature be only partial. This assures the obsolescence of 
any creed that could be devised. Why can we not have a complete dedication to 
truth as such, to its continuing discovery, and to its practice and propagation as it 
becomes known ? In such a commitment, tenets of faith or doctrinal formulations 
serve as progress reports in our eternal quest. Was this not precisely the situation 
at the founding of the church by Jesus ? He made no pretense at having revealed 
a complete creed. Instead, he said:

I have yet many things to say to you, (Infinitude of truth)
but you cannot bear them now. (Finitude of man)
When the Spirit of truth comes,
he will guide you into all the truth. (Eternal discovery)

In a church so oriented, there need never be fear of discovery, for new truth 
can threaten nothing. It only adds, builds, enhances, broadens, glorifies, frees, 
sanctifies, gladdens. In a community fully committed to the discovery of all truth, 
the only heresies are the perpetuation of ignorance and the teaching of the dem­
onstrably false. Should anything else ever be branded as heresy ? Blessed be the 
backbone of Athanasius! Said he, " I f  the world goes against truth, then Athana­
sius goes against the world.”8
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I l l

A  le g itim a te  q u estion  m ay  be raised  a t this p o in t. W h e re in  d oes th e  p e cu lia rity  

o f  th e  S ev en th -d ay  A d v e n tis t ch u rch  co n sist in such a creed less co m m itm e n t ?

A n d  h o w  d oes an  A d v e n tis t sch o la r d iffer fro m  o th e rs  w h o  a re  also  seek in g  to  

d isco v er tru th  ? T h e  A d v e n tis t ro le  in m a n ’s q uest fo r  tru th  m u st be b o th  c o o p e ra ­

tiv e  an d  u niq u e. I t is co o p e ra tiv e  in its a d h e re n ce  to  sou nd  p ro ce d u re s  an d  te c h ­

n iq ues in research . I t is u n iq u e in th e  basic assu m p tio n s by w h ich  it in te rp re ts  its 

findings.

W h e n  a m a n  seeks to  w re st fro m  th e  u n iv erse  its secre ts , h e  h as a ch o ice  b e­

tw een  tw o  b asic assu m p tio n s re g a rd in g  its fu n d a m e n ta l n a tu re . H e  m ay  assu m e  

th a t th e  u n iv erse  is th e  resu lt o f  m a tte r  plus ch a n ce  an d  tim e. H e  w ill th en  in te r­

p re t his d iscoveries in term s o f  m a te ria lis tic  ev o lu tio n . In this system , m a tte r  is th e  

b asic rea lity , an d  p erso n ality  is m erely  an  in cid en tal resu lt. O n  th e  o th e r h a n d , th e  

re se a rch e r m ay  assu m e th a t  th e  u n iv erse  is th e  resu lt o f  p erso n  plus d esign  an d  

p u rp o se . H e  w ill th en  u n d erstan d  his findings in term s o f  a th eistic  cre a tio n . In  

th is system , p erso n ality  is th e  b asic rea lity  and m a tte r  th e  re su lt .9

T h e  S ev en th -d ay  A d v e n tis t sch o la r a ccep ts  th e  secon d  b asic assu m p tio n . H e  

h o ld s th a t  G o d  is; th a t th ro u g h  G o d ’s fre e  a ctiv ity  h e  cre a te d  th e  u n iv e rse ; an d  

th a t th ro u g h  G o d ’s co n tin u in g  activ ity  h e  su p p o rts  an d  gu id es it in its d y n am ic  

sta te , w h ich  w e call th e  n a tu ra l p rocesses. T h e re fo re , as th e  sch o la r stu d ies th ese  

n a tu ra l p ro cesses, h e  u n d erstan d s th a t h e  is p ro b in g  in to  th e  activ ity  o f  G o d  an d  

th a t h e  can  th ereb y  co m e  to  k now  G o d . T o  th e  sch o la r th e  u n iv erse  in its to ta l  

d y n am ic co m p le x ity  is th e  se lf -re v e la tio n  o f  th e  c re a tin g  G o d .

T h e  A d v e n tis t sch o la r m ak es a n o th e r assu m p tio n  co ro lla ry  to  th e  first. B e ca u se  

G o d  is p e rso n a l, h e  re la te s  to  p erson s p erso n ally . T h a t  is, G o d  rev eals  h im se lf  

th ro u g h  co m m u n ica tio n  an d  co m m u n io n  as w ell as by m a te ria l activ ity . T h u s , 

tru e  fu lfillm e n t fo r  any p a rticu la r  p erso n  m ay  be realized  on ly  to  th e  e x te n t th a t  

h e finds such co m m u n io n  w ith  th e  p erso n al G o d , th e  u ltim a te  re a lity  an d  e x is ­

ten ce . T h e  A d v e n tis t a lso  h o ld s th a t th e  B ib le  co n stitu tes  a re co rd  o f  d iv in e-h u m an  

co m m u n io n s th a t w e re  a ctu a liz e d  o v er a p e rio d  o f  a b o u t a m illen n iu m  an d  a 

h a lf , an d  th a t th is re co rd  h as been so u niqu ely  a ttested  th a t it p ro v id es a n o rm  by 

w h ich  all su pp osed  d iv in e-h u m an  co m m u n ica tio n  m ay  be v a lid a te d . T h e  A d v e n t­

ist re se a rch e r g o e s  o n e  step  fu rth e r  in his b e lie f th a t m o re  re ce n tly  th e  w ritin g s  o f  

E lle n  G . W h ite  h a v e  su pp lied  a n o th e r re co rd  o f  a  d iv in e-h u m an  co m m u n io n , 

o v e r a  p e rio d  o f  ab o u t seven ty  years, w h ich  is o f  p a rticu la r  w o rth , secon d  on ly  to  

th e  B ib le  itse lf , in re v e a lin g  G o d  an d  his w ill.

T h e s e  a re  b asic assu m p tio n s m a d e  by th e  S even th -d ay  A d v e n tis t in v e stig a to r  

re g a rd in g  th e  n a tu re  o f  rea lity  an d  th e  can o n s o f  ev id en ce. H e  d oes n o t c la im  th a t
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these can be proved, but he insists that they stand the pragmatic test. He does not 
question the integrity or the intelligence of fellow seekers after truth who reject 
these assumptions in favor of others, which also cannot be proved, even though 
he sincerely believes the weight of evidence to be on his side. In fact, he believes 
this so firmly that what we have called basic assumptions are actually matters of 
faith that become self-validating. He is convinced, therefore, that he can make 
significant and unique contributions to man’s endeavor to roll back the frontiers 
of knowledge.

A church that claims the testimony of Jesus as one of its distinguishing marks 
has a very special mission in the discovery of truth. It has a great stake in the 
highest intellectual attainments possible. In the introduction to the Apocalypse, 
the testimony of Jesus is identified as the revelation of Jesus Christ, given him by 
God to show his servants. In the nineteenth chapter this testimony is called the 
Spirit of prophecy. Is this any other than the Spirit of truth that is to guide us into 
all truth ? Then should not the very name Seventh-day Adventist be associated in 
the minds of all with the most vigorous pursuit of knowledge ?

Adventist colleges and universities must become known for their high scholarly 
attainments, for their significant contributions to human knowledge, for their 
leadership in discovering God through his many revelations.

Regardless of how else they may succeed, if they fail in this they will cheat 
their students, who have a right to expect this. Also they will betray the church 
that established and supports them. And they will forfeit by default the respect 
of those in the world before whom they should "witness to the word of God and 
to the testimony of Jesus Christ’’ (Revelation 1 :2) — which is the Spirit of truth.
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