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This paper argues two theses: (a )  that the Seventh-day Adventist church has a 
pressing need for constructive theology; and (£ ) that such constructive theology 
will be most helpful to the church when it emerges as the product of cooperative 
(in the sense of interdisciplinary) and integrated endeavor. Let us take up each 
matter in turn.

I

To many in the church, the first thesis will be self-evident. Yet, clearly, to a 
number (perhaps the majority) it will be a cause for misgivings. This is because 
the term constructive theology  may evoke thoughts of speculative ideas that 
would inevitably lead to a diluting of distinctive doctrines and perhaps eventually 
to removal of "landmarks.”

But if that is so, the need such persons might feel would be for doctrines rather 
than for theology. Since the doctrines of the church were established in a previous 
generation, to these persons the need would be not for theologians but for pre­
servers of the tradition. That is, the Adventist preserver of religious tradition may 
be a memorizer of Scripture and Ellen G. White writings —  one who can pull an 
"appropriate” saying out of the acknowledged bag to meet any question —  rather 
than a constructive thinker.

Therefore, it seems necessary to set forth at least a brief justification of my first 
thesis —  that the Seventh-day Adventist church has a pressing need for construc­
tive theology. Three principal arguments that may be advanced arise from the na­
ture of theology, the history of the Seventh-day Adventist church, and the course 
of contemporary Adventist practice.

N U M B E R S  T H R E E / F O U R

71



1 /  THE NATURE OF THEOLOGY

A n s e lm ’s defin ition  o f  th e o lo g y  is " f a i th  seek in g u n d e rs ta n d in g .’ ’1 T h a t  is, 

th e o lo g y  in volves th e  C h ristian  b eliever in th e en d e a v o r to  e x p lica te  th e  m e a n in g  

o f  his fa ith . H e  is a believer ( le t  us say he is an A d v e n tis t)  —  th e re  is th e  

" g iv e n .’ ’ B u t h e  is a lso  a rational c re a tu re  —  an d  th e re  arises th e  need  fo r  th e ­

o lo g y . T h e o lo g y  is thus th e  effort to  e x p la in  and d efen d  his re lig io u s p o stu re  —  

first fo r  h im se lf, th en  fo r  th e  ed ification  o f  his fe llo w  A d v en tists , and  finally  fo r  

th e  p ersu asion  o f  n o n -A d v en tists .

T h e  task  o f  th e o lo g y  as such can  n ever be co m p le te d . E very  b eliever is a m an  

o f  his a g e , an d  each  a g e  b rin gs fresh  q uestion s and ch a lle n g e s  to  th e  fa ith . T h e  

"a n s w e r s ’’ fo r  an e a rlie r  g e n e ra tio n  a re  im p o rta n t, but they ca n n o t be ca rrie d  o v er  

in to to  to  m e e t to d a y ’s in te lle ctu a l en v iro n m en t. A  ch u rch  th a t "d ish e s o u t a n ­

sw e rs ’’ to  q uestion s th a t a re  n o  lo n g e r b ein g ask ed, but is silen t w h en  fa ce d  w ith  

th e  p ro b lem s o f  th e  h o u r, ca n n o t claim  to  be tru e  to  its p ro p h e tic  v o ca tio n .

D o e s  this m ean  th a t th e cu ltu re  w ill now  be a llo w e d  to  d ic ta te  th e  d irectio n  o f  

th e o lo g y  ? N o t  a t all. T h e o lo g y  is to  be d o n e  in th e  con flu en ce  o f  th re e  s tre a m s : 

Scripture, th e  tradition. an d  th e  culture. T h e  B ib le  re tain s, an d  m u st re ta in , a 

n o rm a tiv e  p la ce  —  it is S crip tu re .2 By tra d itio n  w e u n d erstan d  th e  accu m u la te d  

w isd om  o f  th e  ch u rch  at la rg e , a risin g  o u t o f  C h ristian  e x p e rie n ce  an d  reflection  

on  S crip tu re , a p a rticu la r  p la ce  b ein g given  to th e  p ecu liarly  S even th -d ay  A d ­

v en tist asp ect. In this tra d itio n , th en , th e  E llen  G . W h ite  w ritin g s an d  th e  la n d ­

m a rk  d o ctrin es  th a t th e  p io n eers h a m m e re d  ou t m u st be a t th e  fo re . T h u s , w h ile  

th e  A d v e n tis t ca n n o t d ivest h im se lf o f  his co n te m p o ra n e ity  as h e co m es to  th e  

task  o f  th e o lo g y , th e  im p in g e m e n t o f  S crip tu re  and th e  A d v e n tis t tra d itio n  te m p e r  

th e  im p a ct o f  th e  cu ltu re  on  his w o rk .

It m ay  be h e lp fu l to  p o in t th e  w ay in w h ich  th e  A d v e n tist th in k er is to  be a m an  

o f  his tim e, yet n o t bound by his tim e. T h e  p a st cen tu ry  an d  a q u a rte r  h a v e  seen  

v a st ch a n g e s in th e  w o rld , n o t only in term s o f  te ch n o lo g ica l ach iev em en ts , but 

m o re  im p o rta n tly  in term s o f  m a n ’s view  o f  G o d , th e  co sm o s, an d  self. I m e n ­

tion  on ly  th re e  figures w h o se  w ritin g s h av e  p ro fo u n d ly  influenced  o u r g e n e ra ­

tio n : D a rw in , F e u e rb a ch , and  F re u d .

F a ce d  w ith  th e  ch a n g e d  Weltanschauung th a t h as co m e  ab o u t as a resu lt o f  th e  

h y p o th eses o f  th ese  m en , th e  A d v e n tis t h as on ly  tw o  cou rses fro m  w h ich  to  

ch o o se . O n  th e  on e h an d , h e  m ay  a tte m p t to  re p ris tin a te  n in ete e n th -ce n tu ry  A d ­

v e n tist th e o lo g y , p re te n d in g  to  h im se lf (a n d  to  o th e rs )  th a t D a rw in  an d  c o m ­

p an y  n e v e r ex isted . O n  th e  o th e r h a n d , h e  m ay  fa c e  sq u arely  th e  ch a lle n g e  to  his 

fa ith  w h ich  th eir h y p o th eses h a v e  b ro u g h t.

T h e  fo rm e r  p osition  is th e  easier, but it is th e  w ay  o f  o b so lescen ce . I t is o n e  

th in g  to  be ab le  to  p ro v e  to  you r n e ig h b o r th a t S atu rd ay  is th e  S abb ath  —  but
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what if that neighbor no longer cares about any day of worship ? What if his re­
sponse to a biblical approach is a shrug of the shoulders and a so-what attitude ? 
Again, suppose that the seemingly inexorable drift of the culture is toward the 
wholly secular, the denial of the supernatural. Poised midway between the twin 
poles of Scripture and tradition, the Adventist may find himself, at least at this 
point, a man apart from his age —  even as did the first Christians.3

2/ TH E HISTORY OF ADVENTIST THEOLOGY  

Adventist theology to this point has been primarily concerned with apologetics 
and polemics.4 It was probably a necessary phase as we sought to establish our 
identity, our distinctive place in Christendom. But that is not our greatest need to­
day. Now we need constructive theology rather than debate.

Consider the two preeminent doctrines that gave rise to the official name of the 
73 church: Seventh-day Adventist.

For more than a century the church has been concerned about arguing for the 
Sabbath vis-a-vis Sunday: the issue has been which day is the day for Christian 
worship. But where, in all our concentration on the Sabbath, has there been pro­
duced a work on the theology  of the Sabbath —  on its beauty in itself, on its 
Christian significance ? The sad truth is that one has to go to a Jewish thinker to 
find a work in depth on this topic.5 Surely, of all people, Adventists should be 
able to write a theology of the Sabbath! And, as more and more people * ’outside” 
seem less concerned about which day and more inclined to pose the question of 
why any day, the need for such theology is daily more urgent.

The same line of reasoning can apply to the Second Advent. Adventists have 
been more concerned with a historical focus than with a distinctively theological 
endeavor. Yet there has been a tremendous upsurge in apocalyptic thought, not 
only in a secularized context (e.g., the ecology crisis), but in scholarly interest in 
the New Testament apocalyptic. Whereas a number of biblical scholars have 
broken the image of apocalypticists as wild-eyed eccentrics concerned with arcane 
numerics, some Adventists seem half-ashamed of their apocalyptic roots.

W hat I mean is this: Not only in the secularized context but in the field of bib­
lical scholarship, Adventists have much to contribute. Surely no one can grasp 
biblical apocalypticism like the Adventist! So he can and should .be heard from. 
But again, his contribution should be more than mere restatement of Scripture or 
tradition if he is to command a hearing by his contemporaries.

3/ CO NTEM PORARY ADVENTIST PRACTICE 

The point here is simply that, whether or not one considers theology to be a 
bane or a blessing, in fact every Adventist is to some extent involved in doing the­
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o lo g y . W h e th e r  o r n o t w e  ca re  to  a d m it it, co n stru ctiv e  th e o lo g y  is b ein g  d on e.

So th e  issue re a lly  is n o t whether, b u t what sort. W il l  it be g o o d  o r b ad  th e o lo g y  ?

A  v isit to  an  A m ish  co m m u n ity  is an  in te re stin g  e x p e rie n ce  —  an d  a so b erin g  

on e. W h e n  o n e  ob serves th e  q u ain t dress styles, th e  h o rse -d ra w n  b lack  b u g g ies, 

th e  la n te rn s, an d  th e  h o rse -d ra w n  p low s, o n e  h as an  eerie  fe e lin g  o f  ste p p in g  b ack  

in to  th e  p ast. H e re  is a co m m u n ity  th a t h as ch osen  d e lib erate ly  to  fre e z e  a tra d i­

tio n  a t a p o in t in tim e.

T h a t  w as n o t th e  ro u te  fo llo w e d  by th e  early  C h ristian s. C o n stru ctiv e  th e o lo g y  

b eg an  w ith  th e  R e su rre ctio n  an d  co n tin u ed  a p a ce  as th e  y o u n g  ch u rch  w e n t first 

to  th e  Je w s an d  th en  b ro k e o u t in to  th e  G e n tile  w o rld . T h e  N e w  T e s ta m e n t is 

w itn ess to  th e  th e o lo g ica l d e v e lo p m e n t th a t a cco m p a n ie d  th e  g ro w th  o f  th e  

ch u rch .

N o r  h as th e  S even th -d ay  A d v e n tis t ch u rch  ch osen  to  fo llo w  th e  e x a m p le  o f  th e  

A m ish . T h e re  w as development o f  th e o lo g y  th ro u g h o u t th e  n in eteen th  ce n tu ry ; 

th e  E lle n  G . W h ite  w ritin g s th em selv es sh ow  c le a r  ev id en ce  o f  such g ro w th . A n d  

th e  p rocess did  n o t end w ith  th e  d eath  o f  th e  "m e s s e n g e r .” T h e  ch u rch  to d ay  

fa ce s  n ew  q u estion s —  an d  old  q u estion s in n ew  settin g s. M a tte rs  such as e u th a ­

n a sia , a b o rtio n , b irth  co n tro l, an d  m ilita ry  serv ice  co m e  to  m in d . W e  can  all re ca ll  

A d v e n tis t p re a ch e rs  and w rite rs  w h o  p re d icte d  th a t G o d  w o u ld  n ev er a llo w  m an  

to  set fo o t on  th e  m o o n . W h y  h a v e  th o se  assertio n s fa lle n  silen t ? W h y  h a v e  th e  

e rstw h ile  p ro p o n e n ts  n o t cla im ed  th a t th e  A p o llo  lan d in g s w e re  p a rt o f  a g ig a n tic  

h o a x  ? O b viou sly  b ecau se , ack n o w le d g e d  o r u n a ck n o w le d g e d , A d v e n tists  h a v e  

been e n g a g e d  in th e  task  o f  co n stru ctiv e  th e o lo g y .

M y  su g g estio n , th e re fo re , is th a t th e  n eed  fo r  co n stru ctiv e  A d v e n tis t th e o lo g y  

—  a n eed , as w e  h a v e  seen, sp rin g in g  fro m  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e o lo g y  itse lf , fro m  co n ­

sid eratio n s o f  early  A d v e n tis t h isto ry , an d  fro m  th e  p ra c tice  o f  th e  ch u rch  —  be  

o p en ly  a ck n o w le d g e d . P e rh a p s  th en  w e  can  g o  a b o u t th e  task  m o re  in te llig e n tly . 

A n d  p e rh a p s th en  w e  m ay  p ro d u ce  g o o d  ra th e r th an  bad  th e o lo g y .

B u t w h o se  is such  a task  to  be ? Is it to  be lim ited  to  th o se  a lo n e  w h o  h a v e  been  

" l ic e n s e d ” o r  ed u ca te d  to  fo llo w  th e o lo g ica l p ursuits ? T h is  q u estion  lead s us to  

th e  seco n d  th esis o f  th e  p ap er.

II

M a n ife s tly  every  A d v e n tis t is in so m e sen se a th e o lo g ia n . W h e n  life  tu m b les  

in —  a t  th e  h o u r o f  tra g e d y , in su fferin g , in fa c in g  th e  loss o f  ev e ry th in g  —  fa ith  

is severely  tested . Then, n o  m a tte r  w h a t its ro o ts , on ly  a  th e o lo g y  in d iv id u ally  co n ­

stru cte d  fo r  th a t  m o m e n t w ill be a d eq u ate . A s  each b elieves, so each co n stru cts  

th e o lo g y .

B u t it is ob viou s th a t m u ch  m o re  rem ain s to  be said . I h a v e  in m in d  written
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works of constructive theology. Clearly, comparatively few Adventists are pre­
pared to engage in such a task. (This is not at all to discourage individual contri­
butions by lay persons. It will be a sorry pass if we move toward a stratification 
of the church into a "hierarchical” or "intellectual” caste system. Many a minister 
or teacher has found a penetrating theological insight from the lips of a lay be­
liever.)

It seems necessary to consider three groupings in the church which might con­
tribute to such a task —  ministers, teachers of religion, and informed lay persons 
qualified for all kinds of professions (other than theology).

The task of constructive theology is forced on the pastor in two respects: in his 
visiting with his congregation and in his preaching. He has occasion to reflect on 
the issues of life and death —  and of the oft-sad riddle of human existence —  and 
he betrays his calling if he does not engage in such reflection —  with prayer and 
searching study. He must struggle for answers that are meaningful to his flock as 
he meets them in their homes or as he stands before them on Sabbath morning.

It is no accident that the notable theologians of the modern period have had 
their roots in the pastorate.6 Theology that is significant emerges out of concern 
and struggle. Contrariwise, theology that is attempted by one isolated from the 
hard knocks of life may be sterile, clever, and trivial. Clearly, Adventist pastors 
should have a leading place in constructive Adventist theology.

What, then, of the teachers of religion ? Here are persons who have even more 
occasion (of a different kind) for the contemplation that is essential for the the­
ological task. This is a group that increasingly is improving in terms of academic 
qualifications. Rightly we should look to these academic theologians of the 
church. Yet, over the years, the contribution of the group has been extremely 
slender.

It seems undeniable that the self-image of the religion teacher has been largely 
responsible for this lack of theological enterprise. As long as he conceives himself 
to be no more than a preserver of the tradition, the criterion of excellence will be 
his ability to repeat ad hoc selections from Scripture and Ellen G. White. Con­
structive thought is more taxing. Also it implies a requisite image of the teacher 
on the part of educational administrators: that is, the expectation  of creative the­
ological work from teachers of religion and the provision o f  intellectual freedom  
to pursue it.

Perhaps a crisis in the teaching of religion in Adventist schools will spark a de­
velopment of constructive theological endeavor. Why should religion classes be 
any less exciting than others ? Exciting classes will come only as the religion 
teacher is a true academic, working at his profession: studying, thinking, and 
writing.
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G ra n te d , th en , th a t th e  " te c h n ic a l” th e o lo g ia n s  o f  th e  ch u rch  sh ould  ta k e  th e  

lead  in th e  th e o lo g ica l en d eav o r. W h a t  p la ce  in co n stru ctiv e  th e o lo g y  is th e re  fo r  

th e  lay p erson s ? B e ca u se  d o in g  th e o lo g y  b ecom es h a ir-sp littin g  an d  fu tile  if  th e ­

o lo g ica l p ro fe ssio n a ls  d iv o rce  th em selv es fro m  th e  p a s to ra te  ( o r  th e  c la s s r o o m ) ,

I su g g est th a t effort to w a rd  co n stru ctiv e  th e o lo g y  in o u r day ca lls  fo r  a coopera­
tive in terd iscip lin ary  v e n tu re  b etw een  th e o lo g ia n s  and lay p erson s ( " l a y ” in th e  

sense o f  " n o t  o rd a in e d ” ) in o th e r p ro fessio n s. L e t m e e la b o ra te  b oth  th e  g ro u n d s  

an d  th e  fu n ctio n in g  o f  such a v en tu re .

T h e  g ro u n d s  o f  th e  en d e a v o r a re  th ese. E v ery  re lig io u s d atu m  is a t o n ce  a h is­

to rica l d a tu m . A s such , it is am e n a b le  to  in v estig atio n  by th e  p sy ch o lo g ist, th e  

so cio lo g ist, th e  h isto ria n , th e  lin gu ist, th e  a n th ro p o lo g is t, an d  so on  (th o u g h  th e  

re lig io u s d atu m  is .not exhausted by such in v estig atio n , as E lia d e h a s  e m p h a ­

sized 7 ) .  T h a t  is to  say, th e  w o rd  o f  G o d  co m es as th e  w o rd  o f  m an . A lth o u g h  w e  

ca n n o t a llo w  th e o lo g y  to  be co lla p se d  in to  a n th ro p o lo g y , th is in no w ise im plies  

th a t th e o lo g y  w ill n o t stan d  to  benefit by co n trib u tio n s fro m  th e  h u m an  scien ces .8 

T h e  very  a cce p ta n ce  o f  th ese  scien ces in ou r cu ltu re  d em an d s th a t th e o lo g y  g iv e  

th em  a h e a rin g .

L e t  us tak e  a sim p le  illu stra tio n , devil possession . A  re ce n t issue o f  Insight g a v e  

th re e  " in te rp re ta tio n s ” o f  a m ira cu lo u s h e a lin g  fro m  th e  d em o n s —  fro m  th e  p e r­

sp ectives o f  a ch u rch  a d m in is tra to r , a p sy ch iatrist, an d  an  a n th ro p o lo g is t .9 U n ­

fo rtu n a te ly , th e re  w as n o  a tte m p t to  integrate th ese  v ie w s ! I t  is in th e  theological 
area w h e re  th e  ten sion  w as m o st s tro n g ly  fe lt by th e  Insight re a d e r —  b u t n o  co n ­

stru ctiv e  th e o lo g ica l e ffo rt w as set fo rth . A s I see it, such an  e n d e a v o r co u ld  n o t  

fa il to  tak e  a cco u n t o f  th e  " e x p la n a tio n s ” fro m  p sy ch iatry  an d  a n th ro p o lo g y . I t is 

th u s th a t th e  "a n s w e rs ” fro m  th e  p a st cen tu ry  ca n n o t m e e t th e  needs o f  th e  

"p ro b le m s ” o f  o u r ag e .

I h o ld  th a t th e  m o st fru itfu l th e o lo g ica l w o rk  w ill g o  fo rw a rd  as th e  p ro fe s ­

sion al ( te c h n ic a l )  th e o lo g ia n s  o f  th e  ch u rch  sit d ow n  an d  d ia lo g u e  w ith  d e d i­

ca te d  lay  p ro fe ssio n a ls  —  p h ysician s, p sy ch iatrists , p sy ch o lo g ists , a n th ro p o lo g is ts , 

h isto ria n s, so cio lo g ists , an d  so on . O u t o f  such c o o p e ra tiv e  co n ce rn  w ill co m e  a 

th e o lo g y  tru ly  m e a n in g fu l to  A d v en tists  th em selv es an d  to  th o se  " o u ts id e ” !

T h e r e  a re  p reced en ts  fo r  such a v en tu re . W e  h a v e  lo n g  m a in ta in e d  th e  id ea  o f  

th e  unity o f  m a n . O u r h e a lth  an d  m e d ica l co n cern s h a v e  n o t been  e x cre sce n ce s  on  

th e  tru e  stem  o f  A d v e n tism . A n d  in th e  sch o la rly  w o rld  a t la rg e , th e  need  is in ­

cre a sin g ly  fe lt  fo r  in te rd iscip lin a ry  co n ta cts , fo r  a stu d ied  effort to  tu rn  th e  tid e  

a g a in s t th e  c o m p a rtm e n ta liz a tio n  o f  m an .

In  th e  h isto ry  o f  th e  p e o p le  o f  G o d  th ro u g h  th e  ag es , it h as been co n stru ctiv e  

th e o lo g y  th a t h as p o in ted  th e  w ay  o u t o f  d ark n ess an d  p reserv ed  th e  g ro u p  by di-
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re c tin g  it fo rw a rd . W h e n  Je ru sa le m  w as ra n sa ck e d  an d  th e  te m p le  w as b u rn ed , 

w h en  th e  M a ste r  w as e x e cu te d  on  a  R o m a n  cro ss, w h en  th e  d ay  o f  e x p e c ta tio n  

tu rn ed  in to  th e  b itte r n ig h t o f  O cto b e r 2 2 , 1 8 4 4  —  in each  ca se  it w as a  theological 
"a n s w e r” th a t g a v e  c o m fo rt , h o p e , an d  n ew  d irectio n .

E v e n  so m u st th e  S ev en th -d ay  A d v e n tis t ch u rch , as it a p p ro a ch e s  th e  th ird  m il­

le n n iu m  o f  C h ristia n  h isto ry , find h o p e  w ith in  an d  d e fe n se  w ith o u t by th e  w o rk  

o f  its co n stru ctiv e  th e o lo g ia n s .
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ologian.

5 /  E.g., Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath:

Its Meaning for Modern Man (New York: Far­
rar, Straus, and Young 1951).

6 /  W e need only mention Schleiermacher out of 
the past century and Karl Barth in our own.

7 /  E.g., Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic 
Techniques of Ecstasy, trans. Willard R. Trask 
(New York: Pantheon Books for Bollingen 
Foundation 1964), p. xiv.

8 /  The current concern with "structuralist” ap­
proaches to biblical exegesis involves the attempt 
to supplement traditional historically oriented 
exegesis ("diachronic” ) with synchronic exegesis 
as made available by insights from the human 
sciences.

9 /  Diane Crane, Demon possession: Magda's 
masters, Insight (July 11, 197 2 ).
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