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CHARLES K. DAVENPORT



EDITORIAL ARTICLE

Science and Theology

MOLLEURUS COUPERUS

Recently the scientific community and a large segment of the public have been 
confronted again with the pros and cons of evolution and creation. This was oc­
casioned by a controversy that started in 1969 over certain inclusions or omissions 
in the presentation of explanatory matter on origins in California elementary 
school science textbooks. The California discussion, which became especially ac­
tive in 1972, was followed later by similar conflicts in several other states.

A number of the speakers at the meetings of the California State Board of Edu­
cation, and some of the commentators, compared this controversy to the Scopes 
trial on evolution in Tennessee in 1925. There was one great difference, however, 
between the 1972 discussion in Sacramento and the Scopes trial in Dayton, Ten­
nessee —  and this was the presence in California of trained scientists who sup­
ported the creationists’ position. In the Tennessee trial there were no scientists 
supporting William Jennings Bryan’s defense of creation, whereas Clarence Dar- 
row had several internationally known scientists aiding him in the vindication of 
evolution. Bryan, of course, was neither a scientist nor a trained theologian, but a 
politician.

This difference of open public support of creation by several scientists in 1972 
no doubt resulted, to a large extent, from the founding after 1925 of a number of 
organizations of scientists who were also professed Christians. They studied, dis­
cussed, and wrote about the conflicts between science and religion, and particu­
larly between evolution and creation. There had been such organizations before 
the Scopes trial: the Victoria Institute in England (founded in 1872), the Chris­
tian Society of Natural Scientists and Physicians in the Netherlands (1902), and 
the Keplerbund in Germany (1907), which is said to have had some 8,000 mem­
bers in 1920 and which was dissolved by Hitler in 1941. All of these organiza­
tions published journals and (in some cases) books.
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Also since 1925, the American Scientific Affiliation was founded (at present it 
has over 2,200 members) ; the Inter-Varsity Fellowship, with a special section 
called the Research Scientists’ Christian Fellowship; the Creation Research So­
ciety; the Bible-Science Association; and the Creation Science Research Center. 
The Adventist church joined this movement of inquiry into the science-creation 
relationship through the establishment of the Geoscience Research Institute 
(1958). (All these organizations and centers have their own journals or papers, 
also.) Besides these, a number of smaller societies were formed, most of which 
are no longer active.

Through their regional and annual meetings and their periodicals, these socie­
ties encouraged investigations and discussions, and slowly the weaknesses in their 
own understanding and convictions (as well as in some of the claims of materi­
alistic evolutionists) became evident. With awareness came greater freedom to 
state their views within the scientific community in regard to creation and evolu­
tion. Also, it became clearer that the views of these groups, and of individual 
members within each group, were far from uniform. This difference in perspec­
tive resulted in the formation of the Creation Research Society by former mem­
bers of the American Scientific Affiliation, because the organizers of the new so­
ciety insisted on one specific literal interpretation of the scriptural statement of 
creation.

At the 1972 meeting in Sacramento it became clear that at least one of the 
factors contributing to the tension between creationists and evolutionists was the 
failure to have had adequate dialogue earlier. This lack in turn prevented the 
formulation of a careful definition of the basic issues that separated them and 
likewise obscured recognition of the great variety of viewpoints present in each 
group, especially among the creationists. It is interesting that some of the evolu­
tionists who contributed to the discussion before the Board of Education claimed 
to believe in some form of creation. In this connection it is worth noting that in 
1951 Walter H. Belda said in the Quarterly Review o f  B iology  (26 :40 ) :

It might be maintained that biology should be taught without religious implications. How­
ever, to assume the activity of a Creator is no more out of place in a textbook of biology than 
to defend a mechanistic interpretation of the origin of life, since biology as such offers evi­
dence neither for nor against creation.

One may enthusiastically agree with Belda and still differ with him on his last 
statement —  as I do, believing that the living world and the universe do indeed 
offer evidence for the existence of a Creator.

W hat should be the position of an Adventist scientist in such discussion ? To 
some it may seem somewhat surprising that the answers by Adventist scientists 
will not always be the same —  since besides being scientists, they are also indi-
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v id u al p erso n a litie s  w ith  in d iv id u al o p in io n s, u n d e rsta n d in g s , a n d  b eliefs , n o t to  

m e n tio n  p reju d ices. I p re su m e  th a t  th e  sam e co u ld  be said  o f  A d v e n tis t  th e o lo ­

g ian s. T h e  sta te m e n ts  I w ill m ak e , th e re fo re , a re  m y o w n  an d  p a rta k e  o f  th e  

ab o v e  lim ita tio n s.

First, an d  p e rh ap s se lf-e v id e n t, th e  scien tist w h o  is a  C h ris tia n  m u st k n o w  as  

cle a rly  as h e  can  th e  reaso n s fo r  th e  b eliefs  h e  h o ld s on  c re a tio n , an d  h e  sh ou ld  

h a v e  a  th o ro u g h  g ra sp , as w e ll, o f  to d a y ’s th e o ry  o f  e v o lu tio n  if  h e  is g o in g  to  p a r ­

tic ip a te  in th e  cu rre n t d ia lo g u e .

Second, h e  sh ou ld  ask h im se lf  re g a rd in g  an y p o in t o f  co n tro v e rsy , " I s  th is p o in t  

re a lly  v alid  ? I f  it is, is it a lso  im p o rta n t ?” T h is  se lf-q u e stio n in g  ap p lies to  d eta ils  

o f  th e  e v o lu tio n is t’s p o sitio n  as w ell as to  th e  c re a tio n is t’s p o sitio n . I t  is su rp ris­

in g  h o w  a p ro b le m  so m etim es loses m u ch  o f  its sig n ifican ce  w h en  o n e  asks th e  

q u estion , " S o w h a t ? ’’

Third, th e  A d v e n tis t scien tist, as m u ch  as an yon e, an d  p e rh ap s even  m o re , m u st  

b rin g  all k inds o f  ev id en ce  to  b ear on any p ro b le m  h e  d eals  w ith , b o th  in his th e ­

o lo g y  an d  in scien ce. H e re  o n e ’s co n ce p t o f  tru th  is b asic. I f  I b eliev e  th a t  tru th  is 

co n siste n t w ith  all o th e r tru th , th en  I m u st test m y v iew  o f  a d eta il o f  c re a tio n  

th e o ry  by all a v a ila b le  fa c ts  an d  lines o f  ev id en ce . I f  th ese  d o  n o t h a rm o n iz e  w ith  

m y b eliefs , th en  fu rth e r  study an d  re se a rch  a re  n eed ed . I f  a f te r  m o re  in v e stig a tio n  

m y p o sitio n  still p ro v es in co m p a tib le  w ith  o th e r ev id en ce , th en  I m u st h a v e  th e  

fo r titu d e  to  m o d ify  it, n o  m a tte r  h o w  m u ch  I m ay  h a v e  ch erish ed  th a t  p o sitio n . 

D o in g  this is n o t easy fo r  m o st in d ivid u als. U su a lly  it tak es co n sid e ra b le  tim e , 

esp ecia lly  if  o n e  h as h eld  a p a rtic u la r  v iew  fo r  m an y  y ears b e fo re  it b eco m es evi­

d e n t th a t  th e  v iew  lack s v alid ity .

T ru th  is n ev er d eb ased  o r  th re a te n e d  by b ein g  co m p a re d  o r  ch eck ed  w ith  o th e r  

tru th s. I f  it is re a lly  v a lid , it is on ly  m a d e  c le a re r  an d  stro n g e r . T h e  h isto ry  o f  th e  

C h ris tia n  ch u rch  (a s  w ell as th e  h isto ry  o f  s c ie n ce ) sh ow s h o w  o fte n  w e  h a v e  h eld  

o n  ten acio u sly  to  b eliefs  even  w h en  th e  a ccu m u la tin g  ev id en ce  a g a in s t th e m  w as  

c le a r . Such  m a n ife s t b ias h as  been  d escrib ed  by A n d re w  W h ite  as re su ltin g  in a  

sta te  o f  w a r fa re  b etw een  scien ce  an d  th e o lo g y . F o r  m an y  C h ristia n s it is u n co m ­

fo r ta b le  to  a d m it th a t th is w a r fa re  h as d ev elo p ed . I t  is even  m o re  d ifficult to  re a l­

ize th a t  th e  w a r  is still g o in g  on  —  an d  th a t w e  m ay  be in v o lv ed  in it p e rso n a lly  

u n less w e  a re  w illin g  to  ch eck  o u r b eliefs  a g a in s t th e  to ta lity  o f  ev id en ce .

T ru th  h as  n o th in g  to  fe a r  fro m  clo se  in v e stig a tio n  an d  co m p a riso n , b e it  a  

ch u rch  d o g m a , a  p e rso n a l b elief , o r  a scien tific h y p o th esis  o r  th e o ry  th a t  is in ­

v o lv ed . Such se lf-critic ism  h as ce rta in ly  tak en  p la ce  a m o n g  th e  p ro p o n e n ts  o f  e v o ­

lu tio n  ev er sin ce th e  days o f  D a rw in . T h e r e  h as also  been  a co n tin u a l d iscu ssion  

an d  e v a lu a tio n  o f  th e  d o ctrin e s  o f  cre a tio n  w ith in  th e  C h ris tia n  co m m u n ity , in ­

c lu d in g  th e  A d v e n tis t ch u rch . A n d  is it n o t o n e  o f  th e  h a llm a rk s  o f  b ein g  h u m a n
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an d  a liv e , c re a te d  in th e  im a g e  o f  G o d , th a t o n e  th in k s an d  w e ig h s ev id en ce , as  

A u g u stin e  h as  p o in ted  o u t so b e a u tifu lly  in his Confessions?
I t  seem s to  m e  p a rticu la rly  im p o rta n t, even  essen tial, th a t  in all b ib lical in te r­

p re ta tio n  an d  C h ris tia n  d o c trin e  w e  re co g n iz e  an d  a cce p t as b asic  th e  p rin cip le  

th a t  such  in te rp re ta tio n  an d  d o ctrin e  m u st n o t be in co m p a tib le  w ith  an y fa c ts  

k n o w n  by m a n , a n d  th a t  an y k ind  o f  ev id en ce , fro m  even  th e  m o st critica l s ch o la r­

sh ip  th a t  m ig h t b e b ro u g h t to  b ear on  any p o sitio n  w e  h o ld , m u st be w e lco m e . I f  

o n e  re jects  th is fu n d a m e n ta l r ig h t o f  a ll a re a s  o f  h u m a n  re se a rch  to  b e h e a rd  w ith  

u tm o st re sp e ct on  an y th e o lo g ica l p o sitio n  w h e re  th e ir  findings a re  a p p lica b le , 

th en  su ch  re je ctio n  by th e  th e o lo g ia n  o r th e  lay  C h ristia n  w ill m a k e  fu rth e r  d ia ­

lo g u e  a lm o st m ean in g less . Such d en ial o f  e x is tin g  ev id en ce  m ay  w ell aid  in th e  

a lie n a tio n  o f  still m o re  m em b ers o f  th e  w o rld  o f  sch o la rsh ip  fro m  p ossib le  in te r­

a ctio n  w ith  th o se  w h o  c la im  in sp ira tio n  fo r  S crip tu re , an d  fro m  re ce iv in g  th e  real  

m e ssa g e  o f  th o se  S crip tu res. I f  b ib lical in te rp re ta tio n  is to  b e co m e  as m e a n in g fu l  

as it sh o u ld , it m u st be a tte n tiv e  to  all th e  fa cts  a v a ila b le  to  m o d e rn  m an .

W h e n  I s ta te  th a t  I b eliev e  S crip tu re  te a ch e s th a t o u r e a rth  m ay  be o n ly  six  to  

e ig h t th o u sa n d  years o ld , im m e d ia te ly  I p u t th a t  s ta te m e n t in a ca te g o ry  w h e re  it 

is ex p o se d  to  ev id en ce  fro m  o th e r d iscip lines th a t p o in t to  an  e a rth  an d  th e  life  

u p o n  it as m u ch  o ld e r, an d  I m u st e x p e c t critica l re a ctio n  to  m y p o sitio n  by th ese  

d iscip lin es. I f  I b eliev e  th a t  m y v iew  o f  th e  e a r th ’s a g e  is in d eed  c o rre c t, I sh ou ld  

n o t be a fra id  to  e x p o se  it to  o th e r ev id en ce , sin ce tru th  is h o listic , in  h a rm o n y  w ith  

all o th e r  tru th . I f  I sh rin k  aw ay  fro m  this p rin cip le , I am  d en y in g  th e  u n ity  o f  

tru th , o f  G o d ’s cre a tio n  an d  its o rd e r. T h e  u n iv erse  th en  b eco m es irra tio n a l, G o d  

stan d s in jeo p a rd y  o f  b ein g  accu sed  o f  d ecep tio n , an d  th e  very  fo u n d a tio n  o f  b e­

lie f  an d  tru st in h im  b egin s to  d isap p ear.

T h e r e  a re  tim es w h en  th e  d a ta  a v a ila b le  o n  all asp ects  o f  a p ro b le m  a re  insuffi­

c ie n t to  m a k e  an  h o n e st, in te llig e n t ch o ice  b etw een  w h a t th e  o p tio n s a p p e a r to  be, 

an d  I m ay  h a v e  to  su sp end  m y ju d g m e n t a t th a t p o in t an d  say, " I  d o  n o t k n o w .” 

B u t I m u st n o t le t m y te m p o ra ry  in ab ility  to  p ro d u ce  a h a rm o n iz a tio n  o f  th e  fa cts , 

as I k n o w  th e m , b e co m e  an  excu se  so th a t I av o id  m a k in g  an  h o n e st d ecision  

w h en  fu rth e r  ev id en ce  b ecom es a v ailab le . T im e  an d  fu rth e r  re se a rch  m ay  h elp  

m e  so lv e  th e  p ro b lem .

T o  be ab le  to  liv e  co m fo rta b ly  w ith  such a  situ atio n  an d  still co n tin u e  to  search  

fo r  tru th , I m u st b e fu lly  co n v in ced  th a t  all tru th  is u ltim a te ly  in u n ity , n o t c o n tra ­

d ic to ry  in any o f  its asp ects . I am  n o t th re a te n e d , th en , by n ew  an d  p e rh a p s u n e x ­

p e cte d  fa c ts , by d ifferen ces o f  o p in io n , o r by th e  a p p e a ra n ce  o f  seem in g  c o n tra d ic ­

tio n s, sin ce re a l co n tra d ic tio n s  d o  n o t ex ist. N e w  fa c ts  an d  v alid  syn th eses w ill 

alw ay s be w e lco m e d  —  b ecau se  th ey  co n tin u a lly  e n la rg e  o u r u n d e rsta n d in g  o f  

th e  u n iv erse  in w h ich  w e  live  an d  o f  th e  G o d  w h o  m a d e  it.
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If the harmony of all truth had been accepted as a guiding principle in the dis­
cussions between science and religion when the tensions between them began to 
develop, most of the heat, bitterness, and frustration that resulted would have 
been avoided. Working together toward the attainment of more and more under­
standing of all truth, theologians and scientists would have corrected and stimu­
lated each other far more than has been the case generally. From a historical 
standpoint, I must say that dogmatic theology seems to have been more at fault in 
preventing this walking together in a common search than has dogmatic science 
—  since by its very nature science has tended to become insatiably inquiring and 
investigative. Or perhaps the time was not yet ripe for such cooperation and un­
derstanding, and man needed more time to grow.

But certainly the day has now come for such a working together to obtain as 
clear a picture as possible of the truth about things as they are and of the God 
who is. One can hope that those who participate in the discussion of the conflicts 
that seem to exist between religion and science will base their approach to the 
problems on the concept of harmony and unity of all truth. If  this occurs, it will 
indeed be a new day in the long warfare between science and theology.
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Christian Commitment 

and Intellectual Achievement

FREDERICK E. T. HARDER
10

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

s p e c t r u m  1 9 7 4

12



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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The Age of the Earth:
H O W  I T  C H A N G E D  F R O M  T H O U S A N D S  

T O  B I L L I O N S  O F  Y E A R S

P. EDW ARD HARE

In the beginning G od created the heaven and the earth. These opening words of 
Scripture have lost none of their beauty or majesty in the few thousand years since 
they were recorded. Man’s concept of his planet and of its place in the universe 
has changed progressively and radically; but to each generation, with its limited 
view of nature, the scriptural account of the earth’s origin has been widely ac­
cepted and harmonized with man’s explanation of it.

In the mid-seventeenth century, when Archbishop James Ussher published his 
conclusion that the world was created in 4004 b .c ., there was little difficulty in 
harmonizing this date with the facts of nature then known. During the seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries, most scientists attempted to relate the evidence 
found in fossils and sedimentary rocks to the Genesis Deluge. Although many 
fanciful and absurd theories were proposed, there was relatively little conflict be­
tween theologians and scientists during this period.1 In fact, most writers on the 
subject had been educated originally in theology!

An age of approximately 6,000 years for the earth and its inhabitants was al­
most universally accepted. Today most geology textbooks give a figure nearly 
a million times larger. The story of how this change came about is a fascinating 
chapter in the history of the conflict between science and religion. The debate 
goes back to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when Copernicus and Galileo 
suggested a theory for the structure of the universe that was not compatible with 
the theological teachings of their contemporaries —  teachings that were based on 
a wrong interpretation of several passages of Scripture. Though more restricted, 
the argument continues even now; and much of it centers on the issue of Creation 
and the age of the earth.

It seems to me instructive to deal with the matter in its historical perspective to
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determine, if possible, how we have arrived at the present state of the conflict be­
tween what many scientists say are "irrefutable facts" concerning the antiquity of 
the earth and what a number of theologians point to as "divinely inspired state­
ments" that limit the earth’s age to thousands of years.

The difference between a thousand and a billion is impressive. If you were one 
of a group of a thousand people among whom a thousand dollars were equally 
divided, you would be richer by one dollar. But if a billion dollars were equally 
divided among the thousand, you would become a millionaire (before taxes) ! To 
change the earth’s age from thousands to billions is no trivial change. This shift of 
opinion did not occur suddenly. Nor was it generally accepted without contro­
versy —  either in the scientific community or elsewhere.

NO SIGN OF A BEG INN ING —
NO PROSPECT OF AN END

Toward the end of the eighteenth century, James Hutton, a Scottish geologist, 
proposed a theory of the earth that introduced the concept of uniformitarianism 
—  a concept based on the assumption that existing geological processes had op­
erated uniformly since the earth’s origin. Earlier theories had accounted for the 
observed geological changes in the outcrops of the earth’s crust as the result of 
one or more catastrophes. Hence, if the geological processes were regarded as 
having operated uniformly since the beginning, vast periods of time would be 
needed to accomplish the changes previously thought to have taken place in
6,000 years. Hutton never attempted to assign absolute ages to the rocks.

These phenomena, then, are all so many marks of the lapse of time, among which the prin­
ciples of geology enable us to distinguish a certain order, so that we know some of them to 
be more, and others to be less distant, but without being able to ascertain, with any exact­
ness, the proportion of the immense intervals which separate them.2

Hutton was the first to point out the significance of unconformities —  where 
one series of strata rests on the upturned edges of another and thus is not contin­
uous with it. He interpreted these upturned beds as originally having been de­
posited horizontally, then subsequently upheaved, folded, tilted, and partly 
eroded. After this sequence of events, the upper series of the strata was deposited 
on this eroded surface. To Hutton, vast periods of time were essential for the 
sequence of events to produce these unconformities.

One of Hutton’s most significant contributions was the recognition that some 
rocks were not produced by the action of water. From field evidence he perceived 
that basalts (which he called whinstones) and granites had once been molten but 
subsequently had crystallized.

The reasoning that "subterraneous heat" must be involved —  labeled the plu­
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tonic theory —  was violently opposed by those who held the neptunian theory 
advanced by A. G. Werner, a German mineralogist of great influence. The nep- 
tunists believed that virtually the entire crust of the earth had precipitated, or 
settled, out of a vast primeval ocean that once enveloped the earth. Furthermore, 
the neptunists claimed that their theory fitted the scriptural record of Creation and 
the Deluge far better than did the plutonic theory. The controversy between the 
plutonists and the neptunists was intense and bitter. The neptunists labeled the 
plutonic theory atheistic, primarily because of the vast time periods necessary to 
cool and crystallize molten rock and to produce the sequence of changes observed 
in the many unconformities of the geologic record.

On both sides of the vigorous debate were distinguished and able adherents.
As often happens, much new information was obtained from the intensive study 
of the earth’s crust conducted in the hope of proving one theory or the other. 
The controversy eventually ended with the general acceptance of the theories of 
the plutonists (or vulcanists, as they were sometimes called). Although the plu­
tonic theory had been labeled atheistic by its opponents, it is interesting that the 
leading proponents strongly defended it as harmonizing with Scripture, as illus­
trated by a defense quoted from John Playfair.

On what is now said is grounded another objection to Dr Hutton’s theory, namely, that the 
high antiquity ascribed by it to the earth, is inconsistent with that system of chronology which 
rests on the authority of the Sacred Writings. This objection would no doubt be of weight, 
if the high antiquity in question were not restricted merely to the globe of the earth, but 
were also extended to the human race. That the origin of mankind does not go back beyond 
six or seven thousand years, is a position so involved in the narrative of the Mosaic books, 
that any thing inconsistent with it, would no doubt stand in opposition to the testimony of 
those ancient records. On this subject, however, geology is silent; and the history of arts and 
sciences, when traced as high as any authentic monuments extend, refers the beginnings of 
civilization to a date not very different from that which has just been mentioned. . . .

On the other hand, the authority of the Sacred Books seems to be but little interested in 
what regards the mere antiquity of the earth itself; nor does it appear that their language is 
to be understood literally concerning the age of that body, any more than concerning its 
figure or its motion. The theory of Dr Hutton stands here precisely on the same footing with 
the system of Copernicus; for there is no reason to suppose, that it was the purpose of reve­
lation to furnish a standard of geological, any more than of astronomical science. It is ad­
mitted, on all hands, that the Scriptures are not intended to resolve physical questions, or to 
explain matters in no way related to the morality of human actions; and if, in consequence 
of this principle, a considerable latitude of interpretation were not allowed, we should con­
tinue at this moment to believe, that the earth is flat; that the sun moves round the earth; 
and that the circumference of a circle is no more than three times its diameter.3

Rationalization ? Probably in part. Nevertheless, the foregoing was an attempt to 
find harmony between God’s words and his works.

During the controversy between Hutton’s and Werner’s followers, Georges 
Cuvier, a French biologist, studied the fossil-bearing strata around Paris.4 Cuvier,
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the father of comparative anatomy and vertebrate paleontology, compared fossil 
shells and the skeletal remains of vertebrate fossils with those of living animals 
and concluded that many of the fossil forms represented species and genera dis­
tinct from any living animals. Furthermore, these fossil forms were found in a 
sequence of strata in which many fossils were restricted to particular sedimentary 
layers. By carefully comparing the associated fossils with their living counter­
parts, he was able to distinguish some beds as marine, others as fresh water, and 
still others as terrestrial.

A religious man and a creationist, Cuvier attempted to harmonize his findings 
with Scripture by proposing a series of creations and catastrophes —  the most re­
cent one being that recorded in Genesis, which he believed took place 5,000-6,000 
years ago. He held that each catastrophe was followed by a special creation of 
new species that coincided with the sequence of fossils found in successive sedi­
mentary strata.

In Great Britain, William "Strata” Smith, like Cuvier, also found a remarkable 
regularity in the fossil sequence that occurs in sedimentary strata.5 His geological 
map of Great Britain, published in 1815, earned him the title "father of English 
geology.” The map was the result of twenty-four years’ work in tracing the order 
of the strata with their associated fossils from one outcrop to another. Smith was 
the first to use fossils ("index fossils”) in correlating strata over large distances.

THE PRESENT IS THE K E Y  TO THE PAST

After the publication of Cuvier’s and Smith’s findings, it remained for British 
geologist Sir Charles Lyell to bring the various theories into focus. Lyell’s Prin­
ciples o f  Geology, an immediate success when it was published in 1830, went 
through twelve editions before he died in 1875. The book relied on Hutton’s uni- 
formitarian approach and presented a rather convincing argument that the strata 
and the fossils were arranged in a definite sequence for which vast amounts of 
time must have been necessary. To Lyell the concept of time was crucial in the de­
velopment of the science of geology. He believed that it was impossible for the 
pioneers in geology to make any progress "so long as they were under a delusion 
as to the age of the earth.”6

Lyell traveled extensively and documented geological changes that had taken 
place during past ages. The variations in sea level that were superimposed on 
manmade structures, the erosion of historically dated volcanic areas, the growth 
of the Nile Delta, and the recession of Niagara Falls were some of the many 
phenomena for which Lyell tried to obtain actual rates of change. His estimate of
35,000 years for the excavation of the Niagara chasm7 was considerably longer 
than the currently accepted time based on radiocarbon dating. An important
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point as to this time estimate is made in a nineteenth-century geology textbook by 
Joseph Le Conte of the University of California.

All attempts to estimate accurately the time consumed in excavating Niagara gorge must be 
unreliable. . . . Mr. Lyell thinks, from personal observation, that the average rate could not 
have been more than one foot per annum, and probably much less. At this rate it would re­
quire about 36,000 years. But, whether more or less than this amount, this period must not 
be confounded with the age of the earth. The work of excavating the Niagara chasm belongs 
to the present epoch, and the time is absolutely insignificant in comparison with the incon­
ceivable ages [italics supplied] of which we will speak in the subsequent parts of this work.8

Lyell was one of the first to recognize that fossils in the lower beds of a se­
quence of sedimentary strata had fewer living representatives than did fossils in 
the upper beds. In fact, he used this principle to classify the tertiary deposits of 
Europe into the New Pliocene, Older Pliocene, Miocene, and Eocene groups.9 
From studying the uppermost layers —  the New Pliocene (now called Pleisto­
cene) deposits —  he determined that from 90 to 95 percent of the fossil species 
were also found as living species. In the Older Pliocene strata only 35 to 50 per­
cent were still represented among living species, in the Miocene deposits 17 per­
cent, and in the Eocene beds only 3.5 percent. As stratigraphic studies continued, 
these percentages changed somewhat, but the concept that the " degree of strange­
ness” increases toward the base of a sedimentary sequence is still considered valid 
in geology and paleontology.

Nowhere is this principle better illustrated than in the deep-sea cores being col­
lected in the j o i d e s  (Joint Oceanographic Institutions for Deep Earth Sampling) 
deep-sea drilling project. Fossil planktonic foraminifera and other microfossils 
show similar relationships to living species. Invariably the deeper one goes in a 
sediment core, the higher is the percentage of extinct microfossil species found. 
The stratigraphic ranges of many extinct species form the basis for correlating 
the sediments sampled in the large number of recovered deep-sea cores. The rec­
ognition of former worldwide magnetic reversals is now supplementing the use 
of fossils in correlating one core with another.

EXPRESS IT IN NUMBERS

"I often say that when you can measure what you are speaking about, and ex­
press it in numbers, you know something about it.” This quotation from Lord 
Kelvin (W illiam Thomson 1824-1907) illustrates the problem geologists faced 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century, when Kelvin began to apply the prin­
ciples of physics to solve the riddle of the earth’s age.10 Geologists generally had 
been wary of expressing geologic time in numbers of years. Most were content to 
regard geologic time as very long, vast, incomprehensible, or even unlimited.

Some, however, tried to '‘express it in numbers” by measuring the thickness of
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sedimentary strata and relating this measurement to a supposed rate of sedimen­
tation. Limestone was thought to accumulate at much slower rates than detrital 
sediment, such as sandstone or shale. Estimates of sedimentation rates were ob­
tained by observing the great rivers of the world and measuring their sediment 
load. The measurements yielded crude estimates that varied from 10 million years 
to 6 billion years !n By assuming different rates of erosion and sedimentation in 
the past, one could end up with almost any desired age for the stratified rocks. 
Measuring the rate of salt accumulation in the oceans was another crude attempt 
to assign numbers for the years thought to be necessary for certain geological 
processes.12

Kelvin’s final calculations in 1897 placed the age of the earth between 20 and 
40 million years,13 which was far less than earlier estimates that had been based 
on assumed sedimentation and erosion rates. Kelvin’s method assumed an orig­
inal molten earth that cooled according to known physical laws until the temper­
ature gradient observed in its crust equaled that predicted by the mathematical 
model. It was clear that there was a serious discrepancy between the rates he esti­
mated and the earlier rates. Most geologists felt that something was wrong with 
Kelvin’s assumptions. For instance:

That there must be some flaw in the physical argument I can, for my own part, hardly doubt, 
though I do not pretend to be able to say where it is to be found. Some assumption, it seems 
to me, has been made, or some consideration has been left out of sight, which will eventu­
ally be seen to vitiate the conclusions, and which when duly taken into account will allow 
time enough for any reasonable interpretation of the geological record.14

The exact formulas of a mathematical science often conceal the uncertain foundations of as­
sumptions on which the reasoning rests and may give a false appearance of precise demon­
stration to highly erroneous results.15

Some geologists sought to accommodate Kelvin’s age limitation by assuming 
what seemed very rapid erosion and sedimentation rates. Many ignored Kelvin 
and continued to use revised data on stratigraphic thicknesses and sedimentation 
rates to determine geologic time. Their estimates were generally ten to thirty 
times higher than Kelvin’s figures.

DISCOVERY OF RAD IO ACTIVITY

Much of Kelvin’s work (theory, assumptions, and results) seemed unassailable 
until a few years after the discovery of radioactivity. Scientists began to realize 
that radioactivity itself was generating heat in the earth’s crust, and calculations 
showed the concentration of radioactive elements to be sufficient to account for 
the entire heat flux from the earth. Replacing the assumption of a cooling earth 
with this new concept of a radioactive heat-generating earth made Kelvin’s cal­
culations (which had been based on a cooling earth) meaningless.
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Progress in the understanding of radioactivity was rapid. By 1905 Ernest Ruth­
erford, a British physicist, applied radioactivity to the determination of geological 
time.

The helium observed in the radioactive minerals is almost certainly due to its production 
from the radium and other radioactive substances contained therein. If the rate of production 
of helium from known weights of the different radioelements were experimentally known, 
it should thus be possible to determine the interval required for the production of the 
amount of helium observed in radioactive minerals, or, in other words, to determine the age 
of the mineral.16

In spite of the problem of helium loss from radioactive minerals, Rutherford 
presented data showing probable ages for some mineral samples of around 500 
million years. Because lead is also a product of the radioactive breakdown of 
radium and uranium, he predicted its use for dating —  which would be more sat­
isfactory, since lead, unlike helium, should not escape the mineral structure so 
easily.

In a 1917 comprehensive review paper, Joseph Barrell —  using radioactive 
dating and geological methods —  published a geologic time-scale that agrees re­
markably with time-scales now being published in the literature.17

In the nearly seventy years since Rutherford’s application of radioactivity to 
geology, a number of elements with radioactive isotopes have been used for age­
dating purposes: potassium 40/argon 40, rubidium 87/strontium 87, spontane­
ous fission of uranium 238 (fission-track dating), pleochroichalos, uranium 238/ 
lead 206, uranium 235/lead 207, thorium 232/lead 208, and others. W hile dis­
crepancies are common, the methods that assign ages of a few billion years to the 
oldest rocks of the earth’s crust are in general agreement.18

The currently accepted value for the age of 4.5 billion years is derived from the 
composition of lead isotopes in various samples of lead from the earth and from 
meteorites.10 Of course, assumptions are involved in radioactive age-dating meth­
ods. These assumptions may seem reasonable to some and unreasonable to others, 
but geoscientists generally accept radioactive age-dating methods because the re­
sults are consistent.

DISCUSSION

Different individuals are impressed in various degrees by different kinds of evi­
dence. The data from radioactive age-dating studies impress many people because 
the data appear to give a series of precise numbers for the geological age of nu­
merous samples.20 Persons who are troubled about an age for the earth that ex­
ceeds 6,000 years feel that the difficulties would vanish if radioactive age-dating 
could be explained away. Not so!

I have attempted to present —  not defend —  what geologists since the middle
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of the eighteenth century have concluded about the earth’s age. As the science of 
geology developed and as data on the rocks and fossils of the earth’s crust accu­
mulated, theories were formed and vigorous debates took place.

But when radioactive age-dating techniques were introduced, there was little 
or no basic change in geological thinking. In other words, the conclusions of ge­
ologists as to the vast time periods of geology had already been form ed  during the 
nineteenth century before  radioactivity was even discovered! True, radioactive 
age-dating provided numbers, but many geologists had been assigning similar 
numbers long before the discovery of uranium and radium. It may be added that 
these conclusions had largely been formed even before the concept of organic 
evolution was accepted.

Scientific theories are seldom entirely correct or entirely false; generally they 
are only approximations to the truth. A valid theory not only stands the test of 
time but usually is modified as subsequent discoveries are made. Because scien­
tific method in reality is a method of trial and error, an incorrect theory will be 
discarded eventually as more and more conflicting data accumulate. Thus, if 
current geological theory is in error, eventually it will be corrected.

The questions asked should be concerned not only with the assumptions and 
results of radioactive age-dating methods but with such basic geological concepts 
as stratigraphic sequence and correlation and the rates of geological processes.
No single individual nor even a single generation can collect sufficient data nec­
essary to answer all the questions of geology. With humility we each must admit 
that there are far more data available than we can comprehend. But this fact 
should not discourage us from the attempt.

All possibilities should be considered, including the possibility that many de­
tails of current geological theories are indeed on the right track and are approxi­
mations to the truth. Many persons who believe such to be the case believe also 
in the inspired scriptural accounts of Creation and the Flood. For these persons 
there is little or no conflict between science and the Bible when scriptural ac­
counts are interpreted in their historical context.

The book of nature and the written word shed light upon each other.21

Since both have the same Author, a correct understanding of both will prove them to be in 
harmony.22

Within the geological sciences there are indications that some long-held ideas 
are being modified and even discarded. The concept that the rates of geologic 
change have always been uniform is no longer considered valid.' 'Substantive uni- 
formitarianism as a descriptive theory has not withstood the test of new data and 
can no longer be maintained in any strict manner.”23
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In answer to the question of why whole groups of animals have simultaneously 
died out, geologists and paleontologists now consider that a series of catastrophes 
is more likely the cause than are the slow, incessant geologic changes postulated 
by uniformitarianism.24 To explain the often excellent preservation of fossils in 
the light of sedimentation rates of approximately one foot per several thousand 
years has always been a problem. At these slow rates, hundreds or even thousands 
of years would be needed to bury the fossils, and they would not be well preserved 
under these circumstances. Geologists are considering that rapid burial is neces­
sary to explain the fine preservation often found. This does not mean, however, 
that geologists are considering a single catastrophe, such as the Flood, as an ade­
quate explanation of the fossil record. Instead, numerous catastrophes are con­
sidered the more likely cause of much of the sedimentary record of the earth’s 
crust.

Recently I made a three-hundred-mile geological field trip by raft on the Colo­
rado River from Lee’s Ferry to Lake Mead. Only a little more than a hundred 
years had elapsed since John Wesley Powell’s first expedition, and early photo­
graphs from his second expedition were available for numerous areas along the 
river. In many cases it was possible to stand in the exact spot where Powell had 
taken pictures nearly a hundred years before. Sometimes almost every rock and 
boulder in the old photograph could still be indentified, apparently little change 
having occurred in the intervening century. In other cases no rocks or boulders in 
the old photographs could be identified; the change was almost complete.

What made the difference ? Sudden catastrophes! Some side canyons had ex­
perienced periods of extreme flooding that completely altered the surface fea­
tures, whereas other nearby canyons had not. At Crystal Creek (mile 99) a 1966 
flash flood carried debris down from the North Rim and, within the space of a 
few hours, completely altered the surface features at the point where the creek 
enters the Colorado River. In fact, that single event created what is now one of 
the most exciting and vigorous rapids along the entire river. The differences ob­
served along the Colorado River over the last hundred years cannot be explained 
by slow, uniform changes. Rather, the explanation seems to be a series of sudden 
changes that have taken place, with most of the actual change occurring in the 
space of a few hours.

Geologists are using this kind of explanation for a variety of geologic phenom­
ena. Volcanic action is sudden, and the changes are often dramatic. Floods and 
hurricanes can accomplish more in a few hours to change the surface features of 
parts of the earth than hundreds of years of normal climatic activity could. Earth­
quakes and landslides often cause rapid geologic changes. Whether the concept 
of sudden changes will alter the overall need for time in the geologic record re­
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m a in s to  be seen. B u t it seem s ce rta in  th a t  as n ew  d a ta  a re  o b ta in e d  fro m  th e  

e a rth , a  c lo se r a p p ro x im a tio n  to  th e  tru th  w ill be p ossib le .

SUMMARY

T h e  p u rp o se  o f  th is p re se n ta tio n  h as been to  sh ow  th a t th e  cu rre n t b e lie f  in  

en o rm o u s sp ans o f  tim e  fo r  th e  g e o lo g ic a l h isto ry  o f  th e  e a rth  did not re su lt f ro m  

th e  ap p lica tio n  o f  ra d io a c tiv e  a g e -d a tin g  m eth o d s. T h is  co n ce p t o f  v a st tim e  p e ri­

od s resu lted  la rg e ly  fro m  stu d ies on  ra tes  o f  se d im e n ta tio n  an d  ero sio n  an d , co n ­

tra ry  to  so m e op in io n s, did  n o t in v o lv e  th e  th e o ry  o f  o rg a n ic  e v o lu tio n .

The science of geology has its own methods and techniques. If one would learn 
from the earth the secrets of its past, one must learn to speak the language. The 
advice of Peter Severinus, the sixteenth-century Dane, to his students is still ap­
plicable today after 400 years:

Go, my Sons, buy stout shoes, climb the mountains, search the valleys, the deserts, the sea 
shores, and the deep recesses of the earth. Look for the various kinds of minerals, note their
characters and mark their origin----- Observe and experiment without ceasing, for in this
way and in no other will you arrive at a knowledge of the nature and properties of things.25

N o  m a tte r  h o w  m a n ’s th eo ries  a b o u t th e  a g e  o f  th e  e a rth  m ay  ch a n g e , n ev er  

w ill it  be o ld  fash io n ed  o r  o u td a te d  fo r  th e  co m m itte d  C h ris tia n  to  d e c la re  w ith  

th e  p sa lm ist, " T h e  h eav en s d e c la re  th e  g lo ry  o f  G o d ; an d  th e  firm a m e n t sh o w e th  

h is h a n d iw o rk ,’’ o r to  b elieve  w ith  th e  w rite r  o f  G en esis , " I n  th e  b e g in n in g  G o d  

c re a te d  th e  h eav en  an d  th e  e a r th .’’
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Love Freedom

DAVID PRESCOTT BARROWS

I bid you as my parting words, 
to love freedom; 
to defend freedom; 
to set it higher than any other 
condition of existence.

I do this with confidence, because 
I believe that God created freedom.
And I believe that God has placed it 
higher than human well-being.

How else can we explain the old dilemma 
of the prevalence in the world of evil ? 
The heavenly Father permits it, 

because to suppress it 
would be to destroy freedom. 

Therefore, his solicitude for freedom 
must be greater even 
than his purpose to extinguish evil.

Remarks from his commencement address 
at Berkeley, California, in 1921, when he was 
president of the University of California.
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Genesis and Prehistory:
T H E  C O N F L I C T I N G  C H R O N O L O G I E S  

R . E R V I N  T A Y L O R

29

For over a hundred years the Seventh-day Adventist church, through its official 
church publications, generally has supported a view which posits that man has 
been on the earth 6,000-7,000 years —  that is, the period of time assumed to have 
elapsed since the creation of our planet and/or life on it. Adventists have been 
firm in their insistence that the earlier chapters of the Genesis narrative contain 
an account that is both a literal record of how life first appeared on this planet 
and the basis of an accurate chronology of man’s early history.1 Increasingly, 
however, responsible Adventist scientists have begun to raise serious questions as 
to the validity of the traditional Adventist interpretation of the Genesis creation 
story, especially in terms of the age of the earth and the antiquity of man.2

Today there seems to be little doubt that the Adventist church soon (if  it is not 
already) will be stretched between the Scylla of scientific evidence and the Cha- 
rybdis of entrenched traditional theology. For those who wish that some nice 
quiet compromise might suffice to resolve the dilemma, the seemingly clear state­
ments of Ellen G. White pose a problem. In a number of different contexts she 
specifically stated that "the world is now only about six thousand years old."3 The 
White Estate has collected eighteen references found in her writings (between 
1864 and 1898) in which she seems to approve of the belief that all organic life 
and the world itself are about 6,000 years old. Statements in T he Seventh-day A d­
ventist B ible Commentary also endorse this view. For example, T he Commentary 
states that "the figure 6,000 is undoubtedly a rough approximation of the time 
from creation."4

Many church members, on the other hand, have begun to question this view 
and to point out that evidence from such diverse fields as geology, archaeology,
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physical anthropology, paleontology, and geochronology suggests an age of our 
planet and organic life on it (including man) far in excess of a few thousand 
years. Michael W . Holm has marshaled an impressive array of data to support a 
belief that the age of the earth and of certain organic forms is on the order of 
millions and hundreds of millions of years. After a lengthy discussion of several 
different lines of evidence that support his arguments, he concludes one article by 
noting: "Fundamentalists may attack one dating method or another, pointing out 
sources of error and uncertainty. But this is like walking into a forest and denying 
its existence because many of the trees have imperfections. The present system of 
geochronology is too coherent to be overthrown by attacking two or three or five 
or ten of the techniques employed."5

My essay is intended to build on Holm’s excellent discussion by a brief outline, 
from an archaeologist’s perspective, of some of the evidence suggesting that man 
has existed on this planet for a time far in excess of 6,000-7,000 years.

I

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, the major source materials for 
the reconstruction of the chronology and history of the ancient Western world 
consisted of the historical narratives of the Old Testament and the extant works 
of classical Greek and Roman writers. The antiquity of civilization in the ancient 
Near East was recognized, but accurate chronology was difficult to obtain in the 
absence of adequate primary archaeological evidence. In contrast to the fragmen­
tary and frequently distorted nature of much of the classical narrative for the pe­
riod before the Persian Empire, the Old Testament’s historical narratives seemed 
to provide an almost unbroken account of Hebrew history that stretched back 
from the Persian period, through an independent Hebrew monarchy, through a 
period of residence in New Kingdom Egypt, and through individual "patriarchal" 
links, to a creation in the remote past calculated in modern times at some 6,000-
7,000 years before the present. Until the middle of the nineteenth century, "an­
cient history" for the preclassical period of much of the Christian world centered 
about a chronology derived largely from Old Testament narratives.6

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, archaeological discoveries in 
southwestern Asia began to provide archaeologists and historians with essential 
primary data on which the main outline of nonbiblical Near Eastern history could 
be built. The pioneer excavations of Mariette and Maspero (in Egpyt), of Petrie 
(in Palestine and Egypt), and of Botta, Layard, and Woolley (in Mesopotamia) 
laid the foundation of modern Near Eastern archaeology and provided the basis 
for the work of Albright, Garstang, Glueck, Kenyon, Emery, and many others. 
The decipherment of the hieroglyphic (Egyptian) and cuneiform (Mesopota-
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mian) writing systems and the translation of historical materials (such as king 
lists) enabled researchers to begin to block out a chronology for the historic 
civilizations of the ancient Near East going back to the early dynastic period in 
Sumer (Mesopotamia) and the First Dynasty in Egypt.7

The same decades that saw the beginning of scientific archaeological work in 
the historic cultures of ancient western Asia witnessed the emergence of prehis­
toric archaeology. This field concerned itself primarily with the reconstruction of 
the development of human culture in the period before written records became 
available. Until recently, attempts at establishing some sort of chronological sys­
tem for most prehistoric cultures were based largely (with certain exceptions to 
be mentioned) on indirect methods. In most cases these methods, such as stratig­
raphy (the principle that older materials generally rest below younger materi­
als) , ceramic and other artifact typological cross-dating, and the correlation of 
human remains and artifacts with geological events and climatic changes, 
achieved only relative sequencing.8 For example, a sequence of prehistoric cul­
tures in Egypt was established originally by Sir Flinders Petrie, who utilized 
changing styles of pottery decoration.9 As archaeological work continued to 
progress, however, it became increasingly clear that significant social and cultural 
changes had occurred during prehistoric times. These prehistoric periods wit­
nessed such fundamental technological and subsistence innovations as the domes­
tication of plants and the invention of pottery. The term that came to be assigned 
to this period was Neolithic, or New Stone Age.10

In western Europe, archaeologists working along the river courses and in caves 
and rock shelters began to uncover clear evidence of human activity where stone 
was the predominating type of tool or was the only kind of tool that remained for 
archaeologists to recover. This period of time seemed to long antedate the period 
when man built permanent structures, made pottery, and domesticated plants and 
animals —  that is, to long antedate the Neolithic Age. This earlier period was 
called the Paleolithic or Old Stone Age and seemed to coincide with a geological 
epoch known as the Pleistocene —  an era characterized at least in western Europe 
(and in the northern portion of North America) by a series of advances and re­
treats (usually thought to be at least four in number) of large continental ice 
sheets called glaciers. Thus, the period was called the Ice Age. On the basis of 
changing techniques of the manufacture of stone tools, archaeologists built up a 
chronological sequence that was assumed to span tens of thousands of years.11

By the twentieth century, a series of broad chronological categories had been 
set up that seemed to represent the sequence through which man’s culture had de­
veloped —  at least in parts of Europe and western Asia: Paleolithic, Mesolithic 
(a transition period), and Neolithic. A Bronze Age and an Iron Age completed
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the sequence in late prehistoric/early historic times. The time-spans of these 
various units were more in the nature of "guesstimates.” The beginning of the 
Paleolithic was estimated to lie between 100,000 and 1,000,000 years ago; the be­
ginning of the Neolithic, between 6,000 and 8,000 years ago. The beginning of 
the historic period in Egypt, for example, at first placed at 6,000-8,000 years ago, 
was reduced further and further, until it was thought to be approximately 6,000-
5,000 years ago, or 4000-3000 b .c .

To know whether these dates had any concrete validity, however, was difficult. 
W hat was real was the relative placement of the various units. For example, in a 
given area, such as western Europe or western Asia, the various stages of the 
Paleolithic clearly seemed to come before the Neolithic; and the Neolithic in turn 
antedated the historic periods. One major problem from a chronological perspec­
tive was developing a more rigorous means of determining accurate ages for 
these various periods. Techniques for estimating the actual passage of time in 
years were available, but they were restricted to specific areas (such as tree-ring 
dating, which was and is limited to a relatively small number of areas) or had 
been shown to be valid under only certain conditions.12

II

A new dating technique, developed within the last twenty years, surmounts 
most of the problems that plagued earlier attempts at establishing specific dates 
for prehistoric as well as historic sequences. The technique is applicable on a 
worldwide scale and can date organic material (wood, charcoal, etc.) routinely 
for periods of 40,000-50,000 years. More than two decades of experience with the 
technique have brought increasing confidence in the general validity of its results. 
This method, based on the radioactive decay of carbon 14 (radiocarbon), now 
potentially permits archaeologists to date, in terms of years, sequences that here­
tofore could be "dated” only relatively, as noted above.13

Radiocarbon dating was developed by Willard F. Libby and coworkers at the 
University of Chicago after World W ar II. (Libby received the Nobel Prize in 
chemistry in I960 for his discovery.) Since a number of clear and concise expla­
nations of the technique have been published, interested persons should have no 
difficulty gaining an understanding of the basic concepts.14 The first radiocarbon 
dates were published in 1949. Now, over sixty laboratories around the world are 
involved in dating archaeological and geological materials. Despite the problems 
of physical contamination of some of the earlier samples submitted for testing, 
and problems of uncertainty about some of the basic parameters of method, the 
general validity of the method now seems essentially established. This confidence 
is based in part on determinations made on samples of known age (historically
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dated wood back to about 3000 b .c. and tree-ring-dated wood back to about 
5000 B.c.) and in part on the consistent results obtained on samples with a 
known relative position in a stratigraphic column.15

When this new dating technique was applied to the problem of determining 
actual temporal placement of archaeological material, in most cases the general 
estimate of age assigned by the archaeologist to a specific period in a relative se­
quence was vindicated. This is not to say that many puzzling chronological prob­
lems do not exist even after the application of the C -l4 method; what is being 
emphasized is that the general time depth of the major chronological divisions of 
the prehistoric period, as blocked out by modern prehistoric archaeology, was es­
sentially confirmed (with a relatively small number of exceptions) by C -l4 data. 
For example, radiocarbon dates on materials associated with the Paleolithic had 
values from about 8000 b .c . all the way back to the limits of the methods at about
50,000 years, with comparable younger dates on Neolithic and more recent pe­
riods.16

Radiocarbon dating is only one method, of course, of a rapidly increasing num­
ber of dating techniques that are being developed. Since space does not permit 
discussion of each one, a simple list of the most important is given: obsidian 
hydration, thermoluminescence, archaeomagnetic intensity and direction meth­
ods, amino acid, potassium-argon, fission track, dendrochronology (already men­
tioned) , and varve dating.17 Where C-14 values have been checked against data 
obtained from another method, in most cases the general validity magnitude of 
the C-14 age was confirmed.18

From time to time, various persons writing in Seventh-day Adventist church 
publications have attempted to discredit dating techniques on the basis of alleged 
specific erroneous results.19 What is at issue is not the occasional anomalous re­
sults but the general validity of each method. Denying the total validity of a 
method on the basis of a few erroneous results is similar to the situation described 
by Holm of "walking into a forest and denying its existence because many of the 
trees have imperfections.’’ Some have postulated what a universal flood "might” 
have accomplished in the way of disrupting the geophysical and geochemical pa­
rameters on which, for example, C -l4 dating rests.20 Speculations as to what a 
Genesis flood "might” have accomplished seem irrelevant unless specific scien­
tific evidence can be introduced to support the assertions. W hat the evidence does 
seem to suggest is that it would be extremely difficult to fit the archaeological 
data, as known at the present time, into a chronological framework that allows 
only 6,000, 8,000, or even 50,000 years. Whole developmental sequences would 
have to be telescoped into seemingly impossible short spans.

Perhaps it would be appropriate to suggest that there is a need to reconsider

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

33



the whole problem of what constitutes a "biblical” chronology. Beyond the well- 
known breaks in the patriarchal lineages, the whole subject of the chronological 
reality of the Genesis narrative requires a much more critical appraisal. I would 
like to suggest that the major thrust of the Genesis story concerns who, not when 
or even how. It would seem that we Adventists have failed, in most church- 
published materials, to distinguish between events we associate with the Genesis 
accounts (chapters 1-10) and the time period or periods we associate with these 
events. That is, Adventists have neglected to make a distinction between what 
happened  and how long ago  it happened. It seems to have been assumed that to 
take the biblical narrative literally one must be literal not only about what but 
also about when.21

CONCLUSION

The Seventh-day Adventist movement was born in an era of intellectual, social, 
and political turmoil in American society. In the early nineteenth century, Ameri­
can sectarianism was taking shape, and at the same time a series of revolutions 
was shattering the Colonial institutional religious structures. Concurrent with this 
fragmentation of American Protestantism was a development that church, denom­
ination, and sect alike were to face —  the startling discoveries of the emerging 
scientific spirit in the Western world and specifically the problem of reconciling 
science (naturalism) and religion (supernaturalism). Until 1859, natural science 
had been regarded as a God-given support of religious orthodoxy. With the pub­
lication of Darwin’s Origin o f  Species, this association was soon dissolved, and 
the ill-named "conflict” between science and religion was joined. In many cases 
the dialogue, and sometimes diatribe, that ensued between Darwinism and re­
ligious orthodoxy quickly degenerated into polemic and impassioned oratory that 
generated much heat but little understanding. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
Borome remarked:

Some scientists, restive under the [yoke] of religion, used Darwinism as a club with which to 
batter a way to independence, even to destroy the citadel of religion. Some religionists, fear­
ful of the results, sought to pull down the columns of science that did not rest on the 
Scriptural foundation stone; they also set out to meet the dangers of civilization that lay in 
words now associated with Darwinism: whether chance, change, agnosticism, skepticism, 
atheism, relativism, free will, secularism, or modernism.22

There would have been little question what viewpoint the spokesman (or, 
more correctly, spokeswoman) for a small rebel group of religionists was to take 
with respect to this controversy. The opinions of Ellen Gould Harmon White, 
the leading writer and charismatic visionary of the emerging Seventh-day Ad­
ventist church, did not differ significantly on this point from views expounded by 
a number of other religious writers of the late nineteenth century. And the posi-
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tion  th u s tak en  by th e  ch u rch  she w as in stru m e n ta l in fo u n d in g  w as h a rd ly  

u n iq u e. F o r  e x a m p le , th e  T e n n e sse e  C o n fe re n ce  o f  th e  S o u th ern  M e th o d ist  

C h u rch  in 1 8 7 8  m a d e  a so lem n  re so lv e  co n ce rn in g  th e  te a ch in g  o f  e v o lu tio n  in  

th e ir  u n iv ersity : " T h is  is an a g e  in w h ich  scien tific a th eism  . . .  w alk s a b ro a d  in 

sh am eless d en u d a tio n . T h e  a rro g a n t an d  im p e rtin e n t cla im s o f  th is 'scien ce , 

fa lse ly  so -ca lle d , h av e  been so b o istero u s an d  p ersisten t, th a t th e  u n th in k in g  m ass  

h a v e  b een  sad ly  d e lu d e d .’’23

T h u s , as th e  S ev en th -d ay  A d v e n tis t ch u rch  to o k  sh ap e, o n e  o f  th e  p o sitio n s  

w o v e n  in to  th e  fa b ric  o f  its th e o lo g ica l tra d itio n s  w as a w o rld  v iew  co m m o n  to  

la rg e  seg m en ts o f  n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  ru ra l P ro te s ta n t A m e ric a : th a t G o d  h ad  

cre a te d  th e  u n iv erse  a n d /o r  th e  w o rld  a n d /o r  life  on  this p la n e t in seven  lite ra l  

tw e n ty -fo u r-h o u r days a p p ro x im a te ly  6 ,0 0 0  years e a rlie r. L ik e  all o th e r  re lig io u s  

re v o lu tio n s b e fo re  an d  a f te r  it, A d v en tism  in h erited  b eliefs, a ttitu d e s, h ab its  o f  

th o u g h t, an d  cu sto m s th a t w e re  co m p a tib le  w ith  its n ew ly  fo rm u la te d  " m e s s a g e ,” 

w h ich  fo cu sed  in p a rt on  th e  S abb ath  as a m e m o ria l o f  C re a tio n .

T o d a y , A d v e n tis ts ’ p e rsp e ctiv e  o f  th e  m e a n in g  an d  fu n ctio n  o f  th e  S ab b ath  is 

b ro a d e r. T h e  c o m m itm e n t o f  th e  ch u rch  to  present truth sh ou ld  m e a n  th a t  its  

m em b ers a re  co n tin u a lly  in th e  p rocess o f  re n e w in g  an d  re e v a lu a tin g  th e  b eliefs  

an d  op in ion s h eld  by th o se  o f  th e  m o v e m e n t w h o  w en t b e fo re . A d v e n tists  m u st 

co m m u n ica te  an d  sh a re  w ith  o th e rs  w h a t th ey  b elieve  to  be th e ir  in sig h ts a b o u t  

th e  n a tu re  o f  G o d  a n d  th e  n a tu re  o f  m an . R e ta in in g  a n in e te e n th -ce n tu ry  w o rld  

v iew  o r, m o re  sp ecifically , th e  tim e fra m e  o f  th a t w o rld  v iew  —  d enies th e  A d ­

v en tist ch u rch  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  o f  sh a rin g  th ese  in sigh ts w ith  m o d e rn  m an .
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The Early-Date Genesis Man

W ILLIAM  J. KORNFIELD

This article from Christianity Today (written as a response to Robert Brow’s "The Late- 
Date Genesis Man," September 15, 1972) is reprinted here from the June 8, 1973, issue of 
that journal, with the permission of the author and the editor, e d i t o r .

The question of man’s origin, which is closely related to the age of man on this 
planet, is not only pertinent but of fundamental importance to the kind of impact 
Christianity is making upon a non-Christian world. For instance, some years ago 
many Christian young people in the area of Latin America where I was living 
were confused on this subject, having been told by their pastors that belief in any 
kind of evolution was incompatible with Scripture and therefore incompatible 
with being a Christian. One survey showed that as many as three-fourths of the 
young people were lost to the evangelical community after they had come under 
the concentrated influence of the secular university’s teaching of a materialistic 
interpretation [o f]  man and his origin.

In response, a group of Christian university students encouraged me to offer an 
open course related to the origin of man from a theistic viewpoint —  in a local 
Marxist-oriented university. Interestingly enough, this series of some twenty lec­
tures was well received by both students and faculty. The lectures took both the 
Bible and science seriously. As a result of the interest generated in this topic, the 
university published the entire lecture series, which actually presented a non- 
evolutionary alternative view of man’s origin.

It seems that the best approach to this subject is to assume a humble and re­
spectful attitude toward the findings of science and the facts of Scripture. In other 
words, our attitude is to be that of 1 Peter 3:15 —  "Be always ready with your de­
fense whenever you are called to account for the hope that is in you, but make 
that defense with modesty and respect’’ ( n e b )  . And we should be really sure of 
the facts of both science and Scripture, realizing that God is the author of the
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natural laws discovered by science just as he is of his revelation in the biblical 
record. Therefore there can be no real discrepancy between the two. I have found 
over the years that scientists are, for the most part, addressing themselves to a dif­
ferent set of questions than theologians. Scientific researchers are more interested 
in discovering how  it all came about rather than in the deeper and more funda­
mental question of why man —  to which the Bible clearly speaks.

Scientists are not automatically biased against facts that do not necessarily sup­
port their theories. While doing graduate work in anthropology at the University 
of Pennsylvania a few years ago, I could not help being impressed by the intel­
lectual honesty of my professors and their genuine humility about what science 
could not tell us about man’s origin as well as what it could tell us. When the 
facts did not support the assumed theory, they often readily admitted it. The 
strongest arguments I ever heard against evolution occurred while I was doing 
graduate work at Penn, because my professor, though an evolutionist, honestly 
presented both sides of the question.

With this background, let’s now look at some of the facts of science as they re­
late to the question of the age of man upon earth. As a student of prehistory who 
lived in the Andean area of South America for many years, I have had oppor­
tunity to do archaeological fieldwork on a number of early-man sites, which date 
man earlier than 10,000 years ago (Kornfield, 1972) ; to my knowledge there are 
approximately 300 lithic workshops-campsites in the Andes that antedate Abra­
ham by several thousand years. Consistent series of carbon-14 datings of organic 
materials found in association with artifacts and/or morphologically modern 
skeletal remains indicate that man is old even in the New World. The famous 
Folsom projectile point from Colorado, clearly dated in the 9,000-10,000-year 
range, was so skillfully made that present-day scientists have spent years —  and 
with little real success —  attempting to replicate this magnificently engineered 
spearpoint (Crabtree, 1966). It appears that the Folsom point represents the 
mind of a human being every bit as ingenious and as capable as we are today. A 
good number of prehistoric early-man sites have been discovered in the New 
World that are in the 10,000-12,000-year range (Jennings and Norbeck, 1964; 
Willey, 1966; Lynch, 1967; Rowe, 1967; Ravines, 1970). More recently a Har­
vard scientist’s carefully controlled excavations near Ayacucho in the Peruvian 
highlands give strong evidence that man was probably living in the Andean area 
of South America 20,000 years ago (MacNeish, 1971). All skeletal remains 
found in conjunction with early-man sites in the New World are of fully modern 
man.

Neanderthal man (Homo sapiens), whose morphological variations are found 
among modern man today (Brace, 1964), is generally considered to have existed
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between 40,000 and 70,000 years ago, with consistent radiometric determinations 
on a number of finds in the 40,000-to-45,000-year range —  such as Shanidar man 
in Iraq and several of the Mount Carmel finds from Palestine (Braidwood, 
1964; Brace, 1964, 1967; Howell, 1968). While the general skeletal and facial 
structure and dentition of Neanderthal appear to be more rugged than those of 
most modern men today, Brace (1964) says that "no one of these differences is 
outside the range of variation of modern man" and that "there is reason to be­
lieve that they were at least as intelligent as modern man, if not more so" (1967). 
Birdsell (1972 ) observes that there is "little reason to doubt that these early Eu­
ropeans were intellectually as bright as present-day ones." Binford (1969) has 
also observed, "Once considered to be a species separate from ourselves, Nean­
derthal man is generally accepted today as a historical subspecies of fully modern 
man. A great deal of archaeological evidence collected in recent years strongly 
suggests that the behavioral capacities of Neanderthal man were not markedly 
different from our own." On the basis of his completely erect posture, a cranial 
capacity every bit as great as (and sometimes greater than) that of modern man, 
and the fact that his skeletal remains have been found in direct association with 
cultural artifacts and ceremonial burials, present-day anthropologists now con­
sider Neanderthal man as Homo sapiens.

Nevertheless, whatever differences of opinion may still be held by a few sci­
entists as to Neanderthal man’s being an integral part of our own species, there is 
decided unanimity as to the completely modern nature of Cro-Magnon man, who 
made his appearance approximately 35,000 years ago in Europe (Brace, 1967; 
Braidwood, 1964; Birdsell, 1972; Howell, 1968). From about 25,000 to 10,000 
years ago there are abundant skeletal remains —  including complete skeletons —  
of Cro-Magnon man, a superbly built specimen of modern man. Then in another 
part of the world, Australia, there are confirmed early-man sites with accurate 
carbon-14 samplings that go back at least 16,000 years (Mulvaney, 1966).

From these observations, I would project Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon man 
as being modern man, as evidenced not only by morphological criteria but by the 
artifacts he left behind, which are of far-reaching significance: bone awls and 
needles, excellently manufactured pressure-flaked tools and burial goods found 
in association with planned burials of different types (Bordes, 1968; Braidwood, 
1964; Birdsell, 1972; Howell, 1968). One of the most striking finds of early man 
is that of Shanidar in Iraq, who was buried upon a bed of hyacinths and holly­
hocks and then covered with floral wreaths of similar flowers (Birdsell, 1972). 
Does not man do much the same thing in funerals today ? Confirmed radiocarbon 
datings of Shanidar man consistently place him over 40,000 years old (Brace, 
1967; Howell, 1968). Another evidence of modern man in the Paleolithic is seen
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in the magnificent Aurignacian cave murals of 30,000 years ago (Howell, 1968; 
Comas, 1962; Leroi-Gourhan, 1968). Considering the beautiful Solutrean laurel- 
leaf projectile points with delicately tooled pressure-flaked edges, the wide selec­
tion of other skillfully made implements in the Paleolithic period of Europe, to­
gether with the abstract nature of highly developed cave paintings, one cannot 
help being impressed with the quality of the being that was responsible for these 
cultural artifacts. These were certainly human qualities.

As to the possibility that Homo sapiens or modern man is older still, there 
seems to be some evidence in this direction: the sapiens nature of the Steinheim, 
Swanscombe, and Fontechevade finds (Brace, 1964, 1967; McKern, 1966; Bird- 
sell, 1972), as well as the more recently discovered Vertesszollos human fossil re­
mains (Scientific Research, 1967; Birdsell, 1972). It should be pointed out, how­
ever, that all these earlier dated finds not only are fragmentary but are based on 
relative methods of geological dating; therefore, unlike Neanderthal and Cro- 
Magnon man, their absolute chronology cannot be confirmed at this stage of in­
vestigation.

In view of how much has often been read into Scripture that is really not there, 
it is significant to know not only what Genesis tells us about man’s origin but also 
what it leaves unsaid. For example, what about an actual description of Adam’s 
physical features from the Genesis account of man’s creation ? Could he have 
been a Neanderthal —  in other words, a perfectly legitimate variation of modern 
man ? W hat about his color ? What does the Bible actually say ? Was he black, 
yellow, brown, white, or none of these ? Do we really know anything about his 
race?

Then what about the crucial question that is before us in this essay, the time in 
which he made his appearance on this planet ? I must take exception to Robert 
Brow’s statements that "the Bible tells us that this kind of person was created
suddenly in comparatively recent times, let us say roughly 3900 b .c___Given
Abraham’s dates as 1952-1777 b .c., the closely interlocking chronology of Genesis 
11 would place the biblical flood at 2244 b .c., and the dates of Genesis 5 if we 
take them literally then place the origin of Genesis man as 3900 b .c.’’ (Brow, 
1972). There is certainly a difference of opinion among biblical scholars as to 
Brow’s way for assessing the date for Adam. Samuel Schultz of Wheaton College 
points out, "Nowhere do the Scriptures indicate how much time elapsed in Gen­
esis 1-11. . . .  Regardless of what date man may approximate for the beginning 
of the human race it is still within the scope of the scriptural account___By us­
ing the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11 to calculate time Bishop Ussher (1654) 
dated the creation of man at 4004 b .c. This date is untenable since genealogies 
did not represent a complete chronology’’ (Schultz, 1970). Francis Schaeffer re­
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inforces this: "Prior to the time of Abraham, there is no possible way to date the 
history of what we find in Scripture.. . .  When the Bible itself reaches back and 
picks up events and genealogies in the time before Abraham, it never uses these 
early genealogies as a chronology. It never adds up these numbers for dating" 
(Schaeffer, 1972 ). Old Testament scholars also recognize that the numbers given 
in these genealogies vary in the Massoretic, Samaritan, and L X X  texts so that we 
cannot be sure just what the original manuscripts stated in this regard. If one day 
is really as "a thousand years" and "a thousand years as one day" with the Lord 
(2 Peter 3 :8 ) , then why couldn’t Adam have been a Neanderthal —  as the 
Mount Carmel caves of modern skeletal remains may indicate —  and lived 50,- 
000 years ago ? It seems significant that the Holy Spirit has not seen fit to give 
more detailed answers to these questions in the Genesis account of creation. If 
the reader should choose to ignore Neanderthal man as a legitimate human be­
ing, created in the image of God, what about Cro-Magnon man, who lived at 
least 30,000 years ago and whose every indication is 100 percent modern ? Then 
of course there are the many early-man sites of morphologically modern man in 
the New World that clearly antedate 10,000 b .c . In the light of these facts, is the 
3900 b .c . date projected in the "Late-Date Genesis Man" article really tenable?

A word about a so-called pre-Adamic "race" is also in order as this concept is 
mentioned by several evangelical theologians, including Brow. There is, however, 
no real basis for this in Scripture, as Brow himself points out: " It  is wise to re­
mind ourselves that the Bible tells us nothing whatever about the first animals 
that stood upright, or that may have looked like men. The Bible begins with a 
very particular species of person. Let us call him Genesis Man. This is the race 
that began with Adam." The concept of a pre-Adamic creature looking like man 
but not being man appears to be a way of avoiding implications of all the fossil 
and cultural evidence for the existence of man early in time. I find it most difficult 
to believe that God would make a being so very much like us physically and men­
tally, with a definite cultural tradition, along with a capacity to bury the dead in a 
carefully planned ritual manner, that yet was not created in His image. This type 
of culture-bearing being is exemplified in both Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon 
man, and this would, on the basis of the evidence at our disposal, qualify him as 
being part of the Adamic race. As Dr. Schultz recently told me, he sees no prob­
lem in postulating the creation of Genesis man 50,000 years ago (personal inter­
view, 1973). In view of the significant amount of modern skeletal remains found 
in clear association with definite cultural artifacts early in time, it is increasingly 
difficult to understand how present-day evangelicals can still hold to an Ussher 
type of chronology for the creation of man.
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It appears that the major problem of the time of man’s origin lies more in the 
area of interpretation than in a reconciliation of facts for or against a specific 
theory. The problem becomes more acute when scientists attempt to push the evi­
dence too far by stating, for example, the concept of evolution as "fact," or, on the 
other hand, when theologians attempt to push the Scriptures too far into science 
and thus beyond that which the Holy Spirit intended. A case in point is Luther’s 
remark that Copernicus, who later became the father of modern science, erred 
in his "stupid notion" that the earth revolves around the sun since the "Scriptures 
(Joshua 10:12) prove that the sun goes around the earth" (MacKay, 1965) !

As far as science is concerned, noted physical anthropologist Loren Eiseley 
warns us that "the gap between man and ape is not as the early Darwinians saw
it —  a slight step between a gorilla and a Papuan___Instead, it stretches broad
and deep as time itself.. . .  The key to the secret doorway by which he [man] 
came into the world is still unknown. The fortunate thing in terms of modern 
anthropology is that we know the disparity between man and ape is great, not 
small" (Eiseley, 1955). What distinguishes man from the rest of the primate 
world and makes him unique is his brain size (more than three times greater than 
that of the gorilla), his tool-making ability (one of the great hallmarks of m an), 
and his complex language (there is no such thing as a "primitive" language any­
where on earth). Only man has culture, which for a number of anthropologists 
constitutes a difference in kind rather than degree from the animal world. It 
would seem that God made Adam separate from the primate world with all his 
physical, mental, moral, and spiritual characteristics present at the same time.

One wonders, nevertheless, about the mind-set of Moses when he gave us that 
beautiful description of man at the top of God’s creative order. In fact, would it 
be so far out to say that possibly the Holy Spirit was not really addressing him­
self to twentieth-century scientific theory at all but rather to God’s great purpose 
for man on the earth ?

I conclude by saying that man is unique in the animal world and that his 
uniqueness is best reflected in the fact that he alone was made in the image of 
God. As a student of prehistory and physical anthropology I see that same kind of 
uniqueness in Neanderthal man, Cro-Magnon man, and the many examples of 
early man in the New World —  whose burial offerings and cave murals seem to 
indicate an intelligent belief in the supernatural, whose cranial capacities and 
skeletal morphology are clearly within the scope of present-day man and whose 
skills were highly developed. All this, in my opinion, places Genesis man early 
and not late in time. Is it then really necessary to have a late-date Genesis man to 
substantiate one’s faith ?
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The earth is the Lord’s, 
and everything in it.

1 CORINTHIANS 10:26 RSV.

Jaw n

P A U L I N E  W I C K W I R E  W H I T S O N





M y Hand Has Made

Thus says the Lord:

Heaven is my throne
and the earth is my footstool.
What is the house 
which you would build for me, 
and what is the place of my rest ? 
All these things my hand has made, 
and so all these things are mine, 
says the Lord.

But this is the man to whom 
I will look:

he that is humble and contrite 
in spirit, and trembles at my word.

ISAIAH 6 6 : 1-2 RSV.
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The Doctrine of Creation

ARTHUR J. PETERSON

The Christian Doctrine of Creation has been the subject of controversy through­
out the centuries as churchmen strove to bring the inflow of new knowledge and 
thinking into harmony with established religious thinking. At times these engage­
ments have been violent, and to achieve resolution has been difficult —  because 
the most convincing conclusions deduced from carefully derived information 
would be regarded as unquestionably fallacious whenever they differed from ex­
isting views of nature based on extreme biblical literalism.1

Nevertheless, the Doctrine of Creation has not only survived these engagements 
but has emerged with significantly greater vitality and meaning. So, as a result of 
this process of continuing argumentation and resolution, it can be said today, with 
a degree of satisfaction, that Christian theology has indeed evolved. It has pro­
gressed from the interpretation of a "magic” view of natural data to large accom­
modation of the recognized and respected disciplines of the physical and chemical 
sciences.

Actually, the age-of-the-earth controversy is one in a long series of major the­
ological controversies. When stripped of all its irrelevancies, it is no more than an 
impasse between those who hold to a relatively inflexible age of about 6,000 years 
(calculated on the basis of biblical genealogies) and those who hold to a more 
flexible age of about 5 billion years (calculated on the basis of scientific study, re­
search, methodology, and technology) .2 Unfortunately, then, the scientists who 
are Christians are the ones who frequently bear the brunt of the thrusts of church­
men. It is at this juncture that the polemic gets vigorous, heated, and schismatic; 
and, tragically, the debate becomes a conflict between Christians.

But many changes in thinking have come to pass —  largely by the erosion of 
insupportable theological arguments for the young-earth view, and by the presen­

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

47 i



tation of convincing, solid, irrefutable scientific information. The Doctrine of 
Creation will indeed survive the controversy — but with yet greater scope and 
strength of meaning and with accommodation for and acceptance of the earth’s 
age in harmony with continuing scientific investigation and observation.

The discussion that follows —  on the Doctrine of Creation and its relation to 
the physical sciences that bear on the age of the earth — is based on the historical 
fact that Christian theology (man’s fallible intellectualized ideas about God) is 
continually changing and emerging. No one can stay this process.

Man — who is fallible, not superhuman or omniscient —  does not possess an 
absolute mandate from God to determine which theological doctrines will or will 
not change. Therefore, man must accept the principle that any one tenet is subject 
to change:

Man’s understanding of God’s truth is progressive. "The path of the just is as the shining 
light, that shineth more and more unto the perfect day.’’ . . . W e surely should know more 
of God’s will and purpose than did righteous men of earlier ages. And in days to come we 
should rightly expect further unfolding of Bible truth.

While we accept the Bible and the Bible only as our rule of faith and practice, we clearly 
recognize that we do not understand perfectly all truth which God would have His children 
know today.8

A thoughtful person will undoubtedly concur with Bernard Ramm’s observation:

Evangelical Christianity of today owes to science a great debt in setting us free from the 
superstitious, the magical, the animistic, and the grotesque and has helped in the purifica­
tion of our theology, our exegesis, and our spiritual life. Whoever doubts this . . . has not 
made himself acquainted with the history of these matters.4

Alfred North Whitehead likewise observed:

Theology itself exhibits exactly the same character of gradual development, arising from an 
aspect of conflict between its own proper ideas. This fact is a commonplace to theologians, 
but is often obscured in the stress of controversy.5

And Wernher von Braun also contributed to these thoughts when he wrote 
that he believes with all his heart that religion, like science, is growing and 
changing in the light of further revelations by God —  adding that he knew of no 
comment Christ ever made on scientific work, yet Christ said, "Y e shall know the 
truth, and the truth shall make you free’’ (John 8 :3 2 ). Von Braun concluded his 
statement by expressing the belief that were Christ among us today he would en­
courage scientific research as modern man’s most noble striving to comprehend 
and admire his Father’s handiwork.6

That theology can and must advance in harmony with the advances in under­
standing the physical world seems implied in a statement by Raymond F. Cottrell 
that beyond the elementary knowledge of the Bible, which anyone with a sincere 
intent can understand, there is "an almost infinite revelation o f  truth suffcient in
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scope and depth to tax even the greatest o f  intellects fo r  a lifetim e" (emphasis 
supplied) ?

II

Langdon Gilkey alludes to the tensions between theology and science as fol­
lows:

In the recent theological past, the massive influence of science on the character and status of 
theological talk has hardly been a popular point to emphasize. Theology has barely been 
prepared to admit the influence of philosophy on its understanding of religious truths, much 
less that of science. . . . The most important change in the understanding of religious truth 
in the last centuries —  a change that still dominates our thought today —  has been caused 
more by the work of science than by any other factor, religious or cultural.8

These tensions, forerunners of doctrinal change, can be understood better if a few 
49 examples of typical fundamentalist thrusts at scientists and the new conserva­

tives are set forth, along with their targets’ reactions.9
"The Bible never contradicts (true science!  " This dictum is used by many to 

counter scientific evidence threatening their opposing views on a subject. It is a 
paradoxical position, for churchmen accept similarly reliable methods of scien­
tific research and technology in other areas, such as nutrition, medicine, commu­
nication, and transportation. Carried to its ultimate, the expression true science 
implies that scientists practice fa lse  science —  which, in the words of Ramm, 
makes the statement "a pious dictum in need of severe qualification.”10

"Scientists keep  changing their minds." This charge is used to cast doubt on 
scientists tentative and changing views within the normal process of their scien­
tific methodology. Wernher von Braun reasserted scientific method when he wrote 
that a scientist who discovers a new bit of knowledge does not tear down his 
model of reality, but merely changes it to agree with a new set of experiences. By 
so doing, the scientist admits he has no claim on ultimate truth. His laws are sim­
ply observations of reality.11

"The data are not all in." When churchmen use this dictum, it is intended to 
delay laymen in arriving at conclusions that may be in favor of the scientists. They 
do not understand that the scientific methodology does not produce absolutes; 
hence all of the data are never in. Scientific progress is dependenbon hypotheses, 
theories, probabilities, and so on. If we had waited for all the data —  we would 
not have reached the moon; we would not have submitted to recent surgery; and 
we would not have come to believe in God. It is doubtful that churchmen would 
approve a delay in arriving at a belief in God until all the data on him are in.

"Science has not interpreted the evidence correctly." Some make this accusation 
when their literal scientific interpretations of the Bible do not square with the
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findings of the sciences. Even though the Bible is infallible, they seem to forget 
that an infallible Bible does not assure that the method of interpretation is prop­
er —  nor that the interpreter is infallible (an impossibility even though the in­
terpreter is under inspiration). If one doubts this statement, then one raises the 
inspired interpreter to a perfection that was in Christ alone. If churchmen were 
as well grounded in hermeneutics as scientists are grounded in scientific meth­
odology, churchmen would find little fault with scientific conclusions.12

"Scientific age-dating m ethods are unreliable:' This accusation is groundless 
within the state-of-the-art of scientific methodology and understanding. Often 
arguments against these methods are made by utilizing examples of dating meth­
ods which vary widely, but without mentioning those which are more sophisti­
cated and accurate. Scientists remind churchmen that there are many new and 
highly developed techniques in age dating that can be utilized in combination to 
corroborate findings within a credible time-span.1,1

"An old-earth age destroys the biblical day o f  rest concept." I believe that 
Moses’ inspired motive for recording Genesis was most probably religious, not 
scientific; that his method was mythological, not literal; and that one of his pri­
mary concerns in recording the Creative Event was to take into consideration the 
Sabbath that already existed when he wrote. As I have used "mythological," it 
does not mean fantasy but religious truth. As Gilkey states:

W e can say that creation is "like” some process or event in our experience, only if at the 
same time we assert the deep way in which it is "unlike” that process. Thus because what 
God is and does transcends the finite experience with which we are familiar, all theological 
ideas must use symbols or analogies, [which] we shall. . . call "myths,” to describe God 
and His acts.14
Paradoxically, a myth can only be true as a religious affirmation, if it is untrue as a literal de­
scription of fact. As literal truths, myths are "prescientific,” and must be discarded —  but it 
is precisely at this point that they have no relevance for religion.15

Whether a person accepts the religious meaning of Genesis via the literal or the 
mythological method, or in combination, the message of salvation is the same in 
both —  the age of the earth does not pertain to the biblical day of rest. It is con­
sidered relevant only by those who use the young-earth age for circular reasoning 
in support of the theologies they have developed. That is, a young earth will 
counter the evolution theory, support a literal understanding of the Genesis cre­
ation narrative, and support the Sabbath as derived literally from the Genesis 
narrative. This type of circular reasoning is really a religious syndrome, each ele­
ment being used to support the overall theology —  when actually the age of the 
earth, the evolution theory, and the Sabbath can and should stand on their own 
merits.16

"An old-earth age will support the evolution t h e o r y This charge —  used by
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some (in circular reasoning again) to get support from laymen who have been 
indoctrinated with the theory that man ascended from "brutes" —  is an "abhor­
rent notion a young earth would rule out. If those who use this charge would 
read, try to understand, and utilize the data being made available by paleontolo­
gists on discontinuities in the fossil records, they would have a more credible de­
fense against the evolution theory, and still would be able to accept the old-earth 
age.

The foregoing examples, indicative of the harsh nature of the controversy, 
cause one to wonder what brought about such thrusts and exchanges. Generally, 
these attitudes have their roots in fundamentalism per se. And, not surprisingly, 
fundamentalism has borne the brunt of many unkind thrusts, such as the label "a 
religious phenomenon, a queer doctrine," and the like —  several church or­
ganizations being the targets.17

Fundamentalism as a religious entity was born about a hundred years ago —  
although germination started about four hundred years before that, in orthodoxy 
as a countermovement against the then-modern science of Copernicus and Gali­
leo. Later, fundamentalism moved against liberalism, which was then adopting 
literary and historical biblical criticism, leaning toward scientism, and accepting 
the new geology. These and other "extreme heresies" were so threatening and 
alarming that the ultraconservative wing of orthodoxy took every means to op­
pose them.

Among other things, this opposition assumed a form of crass literalism in bib­
lical interpretation. With the resulting development of a myriad of detailed doc­
trines necessary to counter each real and imagined threat, eventually almost all 
flexibility in religious thinking was crowded out. This swing toward the extreme 
right brought about theological positions aptly described by Ramm thus: "It is 
possible not only to have slack theological views, but to have views far more rigid 
than Scripture itself."

Extreme literalism overlooked much biblical truth conveyed symbolically, para- 
bolically, typically, poetically, and so on. Since fundamentalism of that era had no 
understanding of modern hermeneutics, and deliberately avoided early concepts 
of hermeneutics, its interpretations took strange positions. The same biblical pas- 
sages, for example, might be interpreted literally in one fundamentalist church 
and allegorically in another with no clear justification for their differences 
other than to keep interpretation in line with and in support of theologies each 
had previously developed.

It can be understood, therefore, why fundamentalism has always been irritated 
with science. But, says Ramm —
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Hyperorthodoxy [fundamentalism] does not believe its platform "to the hilt.” . . .  It is 
willing to retain faith in the Bible no matter what the scientists say. But would it really be­
lieve the Bible if at every point the Bible and science conflicted ? If the differences between 
the sciences and the Bible were to grow to a very large number and were of the most serious 
nature, would it retain faith in Scripture? True, we may believe some of the Bible "in spite 
of" science, but certainly the situation would change if we believed all of the Bible in spite 
of science. That is to say, the hyperorthodox have made a virtue of disagreeing with science, 
and have not set any sort of limits as to how serious the divergences with science may go be­
fore they must rethink their position. Their guiding principle cannot be extended without 
making their entire position indefensible or simply absurd.18

Many young thinkers of today’s intellectual age are asking penetrating ques­
tions on scientific and theological issues, seeking credible answers, and perceiving 
reasons to believe that fundamentalists can reconcile their thinking with that of 
the scientists without changing the essence of their salvation theology. Could it be 
that these thoughtful Christians —  who might be called the "new conservatives" 
—  may contribute to sounder thinking and stronger faith within Christianity as 
well as to improving relationships and witnessing effectively outside Christianity ?

I ll

The biblical Doctrine of Creation is surely one of the most profound religious 
concepts in Christendom, and in it should be found a solution to the age-of-the- 
earth controversy. With this possibility in mind, I will mention briefly several 
major aspects bearing on such a solution.

AGE-DATING PROBLEMS IN GENEALOGICAL TIM E

The 6,000-year age-of-the-earth theory is arrived at by summing up biblical 
genealogies that in themselves present many obvious and subtle problems. To ar­
rive at a credible earth-age by this method, one has to determine, first of all, if the 
Genesis narrative is so structured that the method can be utilized. This means 
that, for dating purposes only, the narrative must:

1 /  Evidence unquestioned and continuous family trees;
2 /  Be capable of being understood in terms of today;
3 /  Fit into established historical dates and events; and
4 /  Contain no mythological numbering systems that cannot be explained satisfactorily.

If any one of the foregoing criteria are lacking, the genealogical method of cal­
culating the earth’s age cannot be considered of scientific value. Some of the vast 
number of problems involved in this method of age dating are indicated in a few 
representative examples in subsections 1,2, and 3.
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1 /  BIBLICAL LITERALISM  PROBLEM S

Sarna points out:

The literalist [extreme] approach to Scripture cannot stand the test of critical scholarly ex­
amination. Literalism involves a fundamental misconception of the mental processes of bib­
lical man and ignorance of his modes of self-expression. It thus misrepresents the purport of 
the narrative, obscures the meaningful and enduring in it, and destroys its relevancy. At the 
same time, literalism must of necessity become the victim of hopeless inconsistency.19

This "inconsistency” is very real and can be seen in two examples. One position is 
that "we take the Bible in its entirety, believing it not merely contains [emphasis 
in text] the word of God, but is [emphasis in text] the word of God.” In a fol­
lowing sentence from the same source, another affirmation revealing a decided 
departure from the "contains” and "is” concept reads: "Its [the Bible’s] truths, 
revealed, are 'given by inspiration of God,’ . . .  yet are couched  [my emphasis] in 
the words of men.”20

Biblical writers often had more profound thoughts in mind than those which 
seem "most natural” to the eyes and thinking of the late twentieth-century reader. 
There is profound and wise counsel in Cottrell’s words when he cautions, "W e 
shall give each [Bible] writer an opportunity to tell us what he means, by what he 
wrote,” and adds, "W e are all prone, perhaps more often than we realize, to read 
our own preconceived opinions into the words of Holy Writ, unaware, betimes, 
that the inspired writer never intended to say what we construe his words to 
mean.”21 The serious student of theology is keenly aware that to understand dif­
ficult passages of Scripture often requires more than the approach of the literal 
method. He frequently requires the ultimate in the art and science of hermeneutics 
to penetrate and understand their messages.

To return to the main line of thought: There is the question as to whether the 
biblical numbers in the patriarchal and tribal periods are intended to be schema­
tized and rhetorical, rather than literal. Experts say a close study of the year num­
bers reveals a combination of the sexagesimal (sixty-based) system that prevailed 
in Mesopotamia with the decimal system used in Egypt, with the occasional addi­
tion of the sacred number seven.

In response to my inquiries on the extent of literal and mythological biblical 
interpretation methods used throughout Hebrew history, two noted Hebrew pro­
fessors and authors provided interesting information.

According to Heschel, the literal understanding of Genesis extends into an­
tiquity, and (probably surprising to many) the mythological meaning is not 
something new, for it can be traced back into ancient history to the Hellenistic 
times.22

Sarna indicated that the literal approach to Genesis was certainly held by many
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Hebrews in the past and still finds adherents in some orthodox circles.23 On the 
other hand, he observed, there is evidence of a nonliteral interpretation quite 
early in the history of Hebrew exegesis. The question of whether the narrative 
was taken literally in biblical times, he noted, is very complicated, because it in­
volves a detailed examination of the thought processes of biblical man and his 
manner of self-expression. Perhaps the most important observation Sarna made, 
and probably a provocative one, is that the distinction between literal and non­
literal interpretation is a Western notion and not entirely applicable to biblical 
culture.

Despite all this, it appears that the centuries-old methods of literal and myth­
ological interpretations offer no problems in presenting the religious views of 
the Bible, but that neither one holds any potential for arriving at a credible age of 
the earth —  simply because of the vagaries of literalism and the inherent content 
and structure of mythology.

2/ HISTORICAL PROBLEM S

In discussing the problems of biblical genealogies of the patriarchal period, 
Sarna says: "It is one thing to speak of the Patriarchal Age, quite another to de­
termine the exact period into which it fits. No external sources have as yet been 
uncovered that refer by name to any of the patriarchs or to any personages asso­
ciated with them. Without such synchronistic controls, we have solely the biblical 
data to fall back on, and here, unfortunately, the problems are thoroughly com­
plex."

He makes the well-known point that the length of the time covered by the 
patriarchal period can be calculated very simply, but adds that complications 
arise when it is attempted to fit this period into the framework of history. He then 
states that calculations according to years and according to generations cannot be 
satisfactorily resolved. "In other words," he continues, "the patriarchal chronol­
ogies constitute paradigmatic, rather than pragmatic, history."24

Commenting on the tribal period, Sarna identifies several genealogical prob­
lems, one being "the census taken one year after the Exodus shows that in three 
generations Manasseh had grown from a single individual to a tribe that could 
count 32,200 males over the age of twenty."25

Another author, Henricus Renckens, commenting on the age of the earth, says 
that it is no longer possible to suppose the existence of a connecting thread be­
tween Israel and the events of the creation. He says further, " I f  there is one idea 
to which we must say goodbye once and for all, it is that of the traditional period 
of four thousand years between Adam and Christ."26

At this point it is interesting to note an indication of evolving theology in one
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recent seven-year span. A Bible commentary published in 1953, in discussing the 
earth’s age, states: "The figure 6,000 is undoubtedly a rough approximation of 
the time from creation, as based on the Hebrew patriarchal chronology, to the 
present century."27

And a Bible dictionary published by the same church in I960 avoids the age­
dating controversy and makes this forthright statement:

The Scriptures nowhere give us the total number of years from Creation to the Flood, from 
the Flood to the Exodus, or, for that matter, for the series of kings. The totals must be 
arrived at by the interpretation of the various figures given in the text. That is why this dic­
tionary, although it holds to the accuracy of the account of Creation as given in Genesis, 
and to the substantial accuracy of whatever chronological data are furnished, does not pre­
sume dogmatically to set forth the exact date of the creation of the earth.28

A close reading of the foregoing quotations is interesting in three major re­
spects :

First, the Bible commentary placed an approximate age of 6,000 years on the 
earth, and the Bible dictionary (published seven years later) saw fit to avoid plac­
ing an "exact" age on the earth, for the reasons given.

Second, this suggests to me that the contributors to the dictionary were aware 
of major problems in attempting to arrive at a theological age of the earth or they 
would have given an approximate age to parallel that of the commentary, even 
though they could not arrive at an "exact" age.

Third, this church does have a dogmatic age of the earth of about 6,000 years 
placed on it by one of its revered founders —  which was unexplainedly omitted.

I believe the preceding indicates that there are many, and probably insur­
mountable, problems in attempting to date the earth on strictly biblical data, 
and that there is evidence of retreat from the once vigorous stand of the young- 
earth adherents.

3 /  THEOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

The Bible provides man information about God, Christ, and himself. Also it 
provides information on mankind’s origin, redemption, and destiny. "[T h e  Bi­
ble] was not given to acquaint us," in the words of Cottrell, "with such things as 
the facts of secular history or the natural world, except to the extent that these 
subordinate incidental facts are essential to its primary purpose [emphasis sup­
plied]." In my opinion, the "incidental facts" are the thought vehicles that com­
municate the "primary purpose" and are essential from this viewpoint only.

Cottrell continues:

The Bible was never intended for use as a textbook on such subjects as history, botany, zo- 
ology, geology, or astronomy. But it is an impressive fact that Bible statements in these areas 
subsidiary to its principal purpose, w hen  rightly  un dersto od, are in full accord with data
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derived directly from observation an d  e x p e rien ce  —  in striking contrast with all other writ­
ings from the era in which the Bible was written [emphasis supplied] . 29

Moses wrote for the Israelites in the terms which they could understand, and his 
writings must be understood from this viewpoint, if one can manage to get with­
in their frame of reference.

AGE-DATING PROBLEMS IN GEOLOGIC TIME

Early methods of age-dating the earth hinged on determining the time rates 
for the cooling of the earth, the accumulation of sediment, and the salting of the 
oceans. Obviously these methods were crude; but on the basis of a steady process 
and perceptive observations, credible estimates of one to several billion years 
were reached.

In 1896 radioactivity dating became a possibility; and by 1910, analysis of 
minerals containing uranium showed the earth to be extremely old. Inaccuracies 
were prevalent then because only a few rare and unusually rich radioactive min­
erals contained enough of the products of radioactivity decay (radiogenics) to 
allow analysis of their age by the crude methods available at that time. Around 
1940 the mass spectrometer was perfected, and from then on progress in measur­
ing geologic time was swift. By 1955, many fundamental studies needed for 
measuring the age of very old substances had been completed. These basic meas­
uring techniques are given in the table shown.30

Radioactive nuclei decay at constant rates regardless of temperature, pressure, 
chemical combination, or physical state, thereby contributing to a high degree of 
age-dating reliability. However, there is a certain error associated with every 
isotopic analysis, and a calculation is meaningful only when the radiogenic com­
ponent is large compared with the error in the measurement of isotopic abundance. 
Measuring strontium isotope abundance by the use of the best mass spectrometers 
now available is accomplished with "absolute accuracy" to within a few tenths of 
1 percent. In practice, one can trust a calculated age for a specimen only when the 
Sr-87 is as little as about 5 percent radiogenic. The results do not mean much 
when only 1 or 2 percent are radiogenic.

As of 1971, the earth's age has been calculated to be 3.5 x 109 years by K-40;
6.6 x 109 years by U-235; and 4.6 x 109 by meteorite-lead radioactivity (the most 
acceptable) .31 These values were determined by the latest state-of-the-art tech­
niques, and they are subject to some error. It should be obvious, however, that by 
no stretch of the imagination can they be discounted down to the 6,000-year the­
ological age of the earth to which many hold.

When confronted with the reasonably reliable data given above, some would 
say that they do not doubt the validity of the data, but that they believe God could
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have created this matter 6,000 years ago with the age characteristics built in to 
make the earth look older. This argument has no merit, and it indicates theologi­
cal immaturity. Man’s study of God’s handiwork would be precluded, because 
man could not distinguish between "real’’ and "illusory’’ facts. Such a manipula­
tion would amount to deception —  an attribute foreign to the character of God.

IV

The Bible opens with the words "In the beginning God created’’ —  an affirma­
tion of a religious faith so profound that it is beyond total human comprehension. 
Yet Moses, under inspiration of God, was able to record for his people, and for 
all mankind, a narrative about The Creation in words anyone can understand. It 
can be said without qualification that the Genesis narrative loses none o f  its ever­
lasting importance fo r  salvation when it is read and understood in its genuine 
literal sense.

But beyond this elementary knowledge that even a child can comprehend, as 
pointed out previously, there is an almost infinite revelation of meaning and truth 
sufficient in scope and depth to tax even the greatest intellects for a lifetime. The 
existence of this reservoir of untapped revelation is acknowledged by all churches 
—  but often they do little to reveal it, for fear their own theologies will be upset. 
Carl F. H. Henry stated:

An evangelical who erodes all his energies contending for the inerrancy of the Bible and 
neglects to unsheaf its revelational content has, to be sure, a warped sense of evangelical 
duty.82

For the purpose of reconciling adverse attitudes and the sciences, a proper place 
to start using the revelational content of the Bible is with the Doctrine of Creation. 

New conservatives have determined to their satisfaction that, to biblical man —

1 /  The idea of creation was primarily a relationship with God —  not an event;
2 /  The narrative of creation, therefore, is religious —  not scientific;
3 /  The biblical account of creation concerns the "why” —  not the "how” ; and
4 /  In the idea of creation is the answer to the religious question —  what is the meaning of
man’s life and what is man’s destiny?

As Gilkey says:

The idea of creation was a "religious” rather than a scientific or metaphysical idea, because 
it provided an answer to one of the fundamental religious questions of man’s life, namely, 
the question of the ultimate meaning of his life as a contingent, temporal being set in the 
wider context of nature and of history.33

Creation’s deeper meaning is to be understood in terms of divine purpose, not in 
the simplistic literal terms of its conveyance. As Gilkey comments further, if we
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are to understand why it happened, we may have to relinquish an explanation of 
how  it happened —  and indeed to transcend this notion. For a dimension of mys­
tery must be left beyond our structural understanding if freedom is to be a real 
factor in our human life.34

With this view of The Creation, the new conservatives have complete freedom 
for scientific investigation without fear of clashes with their personal religion, al­
though clashes with institutional religion may continue. And what is most im­
portant is that this view is not an artificial device formulated to enable others to 
"get along with" the sciences —  it is the most likely view biblical man had of The 
Creation.

Traditional biblical literalists run into trouble when trying to reconcile their 
theological views with cosmological views on "time." For them "In the beginning 
God created" often means a full-blown permanent creation that does not square 
with the creation that contemporary sciences observe. God created not only at the 
beginning of time, but also in time. A basic problem for theologians is to express 
the relation o f  eternity to time, to creation, without losing touch with reality in 
the natural world. This cannot be done from a literalist point of view, but must be 
accomplished mythologically. As we have seen, a myth in theology is a secular 
narrative about a transcendent God; it sets forth a theological truth, not fantasy, 
and it speaks of eternity in the language of time.

An acceptable Doctrine of Creation is, first of all, just a doctrine —  a fallible, 
intellectualized principle taught by its adherents —  and no different structurally 
from other principles, whether they be social, political, economic, or scientific.
But, a doctrine must present a theology about God that makes religious, philo­
sophical, and mythological sense, or it has little value. As I have attempted to 
point out, literalism’s theology does not adequately meet these requirements. It 
should be rethought and restated, therefore, to harmonize with theological con­
cepts and observable facts.

Three Doctrine of Creation statements follow to help put into perspective the 
points previously made.

1/ A modern Hebrew expression of the Doctrine of Creation, in the words of 
Sarna, reads:

The Bible opens with the account of Creation, not so much because its primary purpose is to 
describe the process of cosmogony, nor because its chief concern is with the nature of the 
physical world or the origin and constitution of matter. Genesis is but a prologue to the his­
torical drama that unfolds itself in the ensuing pages of the Bible. It proclaims, loudly and 
unambiguously, the absolute subordination of all creation to the supreme Creator who thus 
can make use of the forces of nature to fulfill His mighty deeds in history. It asserts un­
equivocally that the basic truth of all history is that the world is under the undivided and 
inescapable sovereignty of God.35
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2/ A Protestant fundamentalist expression of the Doctrine of Creation reads:

The word "creation” in its broadest sense implies the formation by the Creator, or God 
Himself, of the universe, including our world and all living things in it. However, the Cre­
ation narrative (Genesis 1 and 2) is concerned primarily with the bringing into existence of 
this earth, the sun, the planets, and the living creatures found on the earth.36

3/ Langdon Gilkey’s Protestant expression of the Doctrine of Creation is one 
of the most meaningful I have seen. Because it is typical of the new conservative’s 
point of view, I present it in its entirety:

The Christian doctrine of creation, therefore, expresses in theoretical language those positive 
religious affirmations which biblical faith in God makes in response to the mystery of the 
meaning and destiny of our creaturely finitude. These affirmations are: 1) That the world 
has come to be from the transcendent holiness and power of God, who because He is the 
ultimate origin is the ultimate Ruler of all created things. 2) That because of God’s creative 
and ruling power our finite life and the events in which we live have, despite their bewilder­
ing mystery and their frequently tragic character, a meaning, a purpose, and a destiny be­
yond any immediate and apparent futility. 3) That man’s life, and therefore my life, is not 
my own to "do with” merely as I please, but is claimed for —  because it is upheld and 
guided by —  a power and a will beyond my will. This is what the Christian means when he 
says, "I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.” This is what the 
idea of creatio e x  nihilo  is essentially "about.”37

It can be said with a high degree of confidence that, under the pressures of the 
sciences in this century, the Doctrine of Creation has been given more attention 
and has been involved in more controversies among the fundamentalist type of 
churches than any other biblical doctrine. My purpose has been to point out this 
fact and to suggest some solutions to the problems associated with biblical literal­
ism in the Genesis area where the fundamentalist type of churchmen attempt to 
make the Bible speak scientifically.

V

How does the thrust of this essay involve the Seventh-day Adventist church ? 
Special remarks on the application of the material to Adventist theology are not 
necessary here —  except for one critical view of this church’s attitude toward one 
aspect of the Ellen G. White writings, but not the writings as such. I have the 
highest respect for Ellen White —  the person, the woman of God —  and her sec­
ular and spiritual counsel, a treasury of hope and inspiration without equal. It is 
the implementation of her insight and counsel that causes me concern.

(It is encouraging to know that a Biblical Research Committee has been set up 
by the Seventh-day Adventist church to concentrate on principles of biblical in­
terpretation.38 Through its several subcommittees, including a Bible-Science sub­
committee, the Research Committee is maintaining a continuous program of in­
vestigation and enunciation. Since Adventists find their authority in the Bible, it
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is to  be h o p ed  th a t m u ch  w o rk  w ill be d o n e  in th e  field o f  h e rm en eu tics  to  re so lv e  

m an y  p ro b lem s in b ib lical in te rp re ta tio n . I f  th is is d o n e  p ro p e rly , sou nd  an d  co n ­

sisten t in te rp re ta tio n  o f  E lle n  G . W h ite  m ay  also  be fo r th c o m in g .)

A  p rim a ry  o b sta cle  to  A d v e n tist a cce p ta n ce  o f  th e  o ld -e a rth  a g e  is fo u n d  in th e  

sta te m e n ts  o f  M rs. W h ite  in w h ich  e ig h teen  tim es she uses th e  exp re ssio n  " s ix  

th o u san d  y e a rs"  as th e a g e  o f  th e  e arth . S om etim es she m od ifies it, say in g  "n e a rly  

six  th o u san d  y e a rs"  or "a b o u t six  th o u san d  y e a rs ."  T h e n  th e re  a re  fo u rte e n  p laces  

w h e re  she m en tio n s th e  span  o f  " f o u r  th o u san d  y e a rs"  s tre tch in g  fro m  cre a tio n  to  

th e  tim e o f  C h rist.

T h e  v a lu e  o f  th ese  th e o lo g ica l exp ressio n s as h isto rica l fa c ts  ( i f  in th is co n te x t  

th ey  can  be used a t a l l )  m u st be based  on an  in fa llib le  re lig io u s d e riv a tio n . E llen  

W h ite  h as said , h o w e v e r: " I n  re g a rd  to  in fa llib ility , I h av e  n ever c la im e d  it ; G o d  

a lo n e  is in fa l l ib le ." 39

T h is  fo r th r ig h t d iscla im e r sh ould  end th e  m a tte r . B u t th e  ch u rch  h esita tes  to  

a cce p t it.

T h e  ch u rch  reaso n s th a t M rs. W h ite  w as h u m an  and co u ld  m ak e  m istak es, b u t 

she co u ld  n o t be co n sid ered  unreliable in th e  m essag es she b ro u g h t fro m  G o d . 

T h is  s tra n g e  re a so n in g  th a t eq u ates reliability w ith  infallibility in th e o lo g ica l  

m a tte rs  is difficult to  co m p re h e n d , fo r  th e re  is a sh ad e o f  m e a n in g  d iffe re n tia tin g  

th e  tw o  w o rd s. O n e  can  rig h tly  be re lia b le  an d  tru stw o rth y , yet th is d oes n o t  

m e a n  th a t  th e  re lia b le  p erso n  is an in fa llib le  p erson .

It is o n e  th in g  to  b estow  resp ect an d  h o n o r on  M rs. W h ite  as a p ro p h e t, but 

q u ite  so m e th in g  else to  v e n e ra te  h er as an in fa llib le  p ro p h e t by a p loy  w ith  w o rd s  

c o n tra ry  to  h er fo r th r ig h t s ta te m e n t d en yin g  in fallib ility . T h is  kind o f  ch u rch  

th e o lo g y  is a d isserv ice  to  h er.

W h a t  is m o st d isco n ce rtin g  g e n e ra lly  a b o u t this w h o le  m a tte r  is th e  c h u rc h ’s 

im p licit an d  e x p lic it cla im s th a t M rs. W h ite  w as ab le  to  c o m m u n ica te  G o d ’s m e s­

sag es w ith  ab so lu te  fidelity in m o rta l m a n ’s sin fu l s tate . Such cla im s e le v a te  h er  

to  th e  p e rfe ctio n  th a t is on ly  in C h rist. E ven  p ro p h e ts  o f  o ld , an d  u n d er in sp ira ­

tio n , h ad  difficulty u n d e rsta n d in g  G o d  a t tim es. In fa llib ility  u n d er any n a m e  —  

w h e th e r w e  su b stitu te  w o rd s like tru stw o rth in e ss , in e rra n cy , re liab ility , o r w h a t­

ev er, to  im ply  in fallib ility  —  is im p ossib le  w ith  m o rta l m a n , even  u n d e r in sp ira ­

tio n . T h a t  m a n  in sin d oes n o t h av e  p u re  eyes to  see th e  tru th  o f  G o d  as it is, an d  

so c re a te s  th e o lo g ie s  th a t a re  fu ll o f  e rro r , is a re m in d e r fro m  E m il B ru n n e r .40

T h e r e  is n o  q u estion  ab o u t M rs. W h i t e ’s b ein g  m o st resp ected  an d  a h ig h  a u ­

th o rity  in h e r ca llin g . B u t h e r a u th o rity  (a s  any a u th o rity )  h ad  its lim ita tio n s, 

b ein g  su b ject as it w as to  e x te rn a l influences an d  s ta te -o f-th e -re lig io u s-th o u g h t o f  

th e  p erio d . A u th o ritie s  d o  n o t alw ays a rr iv e  a t u ltim a te  ju d g m en ts , an d  q uite  

o fte n  th ey  re tre n ch  and b egin  a g a in  w ith  n ew  d a ta .
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Mrs. W hite’s statements on the age of the earth were most authoritative for 
her time and her religious persuasion. It is no discredit to her that she accepted, 
along with other authorities of her day, the age of the earth as calculated genea­
logically by Archbishop James Ussher. But to perpetuate her early scientific con­
notations on this issue —  in view of her disclaimer to infallibility and in view of 
modern knowledge of the earth and the universe —  is to do her and her church a 
tragic injustice.

In M ovement o f  Destiny, Froom reveals many facts behind the development 
of the complex Adventist religion.41 If infallibility had been an element in this 
development, it is difficult to understand why there were so many crises over the 
emerging theology and specific doctrines in those early days. But infallibility was 
not an element in the development of the church.

Ellen White knew this. But some in the church do not seem to understand it.
She stated in Selected Messages (book one, page 21) : "Inspiration acts not on 
the man’s words or his expressions but on the man himself, who, under the in­
fluence of the Holy Ghost, is imbued with thoughts. But the words receive the 
impress of the individual mind.’’ She knew she was mortal, was sinful, and could 
not transmit God’s messages in their purity; hence they were bound to contain 
errors. Ellen W hite’s thinking on infallibility is aptly contained in her statement 
in the Review and H erald  of December 20, 1892, page 1:

There is no excuse for any one in taking the positions that . . .  all our expositions of Scrip­
ture are without an error. The fact that certain doctrines have been held as truth for many 
years by our people, is not proof that our ideas are infallible. Age will not make error into 
truth, and truth can afford to be fair. No true doctrine will lose anything by close investiga­
tion.

With such a clear statement on infallibility, I cannot help siding with Ellen 
White against some of her modern interpreters.

CONCLUSION

In this paper I have presented the reality in Christendom of an evolving the­
ology which no person, group of persons, or church body has the power to check, 
although restraints and frustrations may occasion delay. This process is much like 
"time’’ in that it has a purpose to fulfill, and it will run its course, shining "more 
and more unto the perfect day.’’ Rather than obstruct it, Christians have the obli­
gation (as part of the Great Commission) to accelerate it.

I have presented science, despite all its limitations, as a most influential and 
respected associate of theology in the endeavor to arrive at ultimate truth. And 
I have reviewed some of the tensions between theology and science that jeopardize 
the harmony of the Christian church and obstruct the path of progress.
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T h e  p ro b lem s o f  a g e -d a tin g  o f  th e  e a rth  by b oth  th e  g e n e a lo g ic a l m e th o d  an d  

th e  g e o lo g ica l m e th o d  h a v e  been ex a m in e d  b ecau se  o f  th e ir  s ig n ifican ce  to  th e  

a g e -o f -th e -w o rld  co n tro v e rsy  th a t needs to  be reso lv ed . T h e  d esirab ility  o f  e x ­

p a n d in g  th e  re strictiv e  th e o lo g y  o f  litera lism  w h e re  it c le a rly  in te ra cts  ad v ersely  

w ith  scien ce  h as been co n sid ered  as p a rt o f  th e  o v e ra ll p ro b lem .

M y h o p e  h ere , ob viou sly , is to  p ro v o k e  th o u g h t th a t w ill h e lp  acco m p lish  a  

n u m b er o f  g o o d  th in g s.

T h e  m o st im m e d ia te  benefit to  be d esired  is im p ro v ed  re la tio n sh ip s b etw een  

p erson s w ith in  ch u rch  b odies —  p a rticu la rly  th e  re d u ctio n  o f  ten sion s a m o n g  

th o se  m an y  C h ristia n s in volved  d aily  w ith  th e  rap id ly  e x p a n d in g  scien ces o f  life , 

e a rth , sea , a ir , an d  sp ace. T h e y  a re  re a d in g , v iew in g , listen in g , stu d y in g , th in k ­

in g , an d  w o rk in g  in th ese  scien ces. M an y  o f  th e ir  ch ild re n  asso cia ted  w ith  th em  

w ill m o st p ro b ab ly  w o rk  in th e  sam e a re a s  e v en tu ally . I t  w o u ld  be a d isserv ice  to  

th e  ch u rch  w e re  th ese  p erson s n o t to  be ab le  to  study, th in k , an d  o p e ra te  in th a t  

w o rld  o f  re a lity  w ith o u t an  excess o f  u n ease  b ecau se  o f  th e  m isco n ce p ts  an d  m is- 

ju d g m e n ts  o f  re lig io u s a sso cia tes. ( I t  g o es w ith o u t say in g  th a t  w h a t ap p lies fo r  

th em  is eq u ally  a p p lica b le  fo r  p erson s o f  like keen m in d  an d  te n d e r co n scien ce  

stu d yin g  an d  w o rk in g  in o th e r d isc ip lin e s .)

B u t beyond , th e re  is a la rg e r  g a in  to  ach ieve. I f  unity  an d  tru th  a re  to  p re v a il in 

th e  C h ristia n  ch u rch  a t la rg e , th e  n o tio n  th a t w a rfa re  is n ecessary  b etw een  re lig io n  

an d  scien ce  sh ou ld  be d isp elled  fo r  all tim e. I t is u n th in k a b le  th a t th e  G o d  o f  

re v e la tio n  and th e o lo g y , as p erson s o f  con scien ce  seek to  u n d e rsta n d  tru th  th e re , 

is o th e r th an  th e  G o d  o f  th e  n a tu ra l w o rld , as p erson s o f  co n scien ce  seek to  u n ­

d e rstan d  tru th  th ere . H e  is th e  G o d  o f  all k n o w le d g e  —  th e  O m n iscie n t O n e.

T h e  q u estion  th a t rem ain s is w h e th e r ch u rch  le ad ers  can  e x te n d  th e ir  co n ce rn  

to  restu d y in g  ten ets  th a t a re  p ast d u e a se a rch in g  re e x a m in a tio n . T h e  ch u rch  

stan d s to  g a in  in th e  p ro cess —  b oth  by th e  h a rm o n y  th a t sh ou ld  re su lt fro m  re c ­

o n cilin g  sch o la rsh ip  in th e o lo g y  w ith  th a t in G o d ’s p hysical w o rld , an d  by g re a tly  

e x p a n d e d  an d  en rich ed  u n d e rsta n d in g  o f  th e  D o c tr in e  o f  C re a tio n  th a t co u ld  

op en  th e  w a y  to  a p ro fo u n d  sense o f  th e  m e a n in g  o f  life .

R e th in k in g  and re sta tin g  th e o lo g ie s  in fu n d a m e n ta lism  h as alw ays been  

ach iev ed  a t th e  p rice  o f  sev ere  s tru g g le . B u t n o  real evil n eed  be fe a re d . S p iritu al 

d ev o u tn ess an d  in te lle ctu a l h on esty  g o  h an d  in h an d . T h e  fu n ctio n  o f  d o ctrin e  is 

to  m a k e  a s ta te m e n t th a t sq u ares w ith  b oth  C h ristian  p rin cip le  an d  th e  re a lity  o f  

G o d ’s c re a tio n . T o  seek w ays to  m a k e  such sta te m e n ts  sh ou ld  be o u r co n tin u in g  
g o a l.

I c lo se  th is p re se n ta tio n  w ith  th e  fo llo w in g  p e rtin e n t q u o ta tio n  fro m  A lfre d  
N o r th  W h ite h e a d :
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It would . . .  be missing the point to think that we need not trouble ourselves about the con­
flict between science and religion. In an intellectual age there can be no active interest which 
puts aside all hope of a vision of the harmony of truth. To acquiesce in discrepancy is de­
structive of candour, and of moral cleanliness. It belongs to the self-respect of intellect to 
pursue every tangle of thought to its final unravelment. If you check that impulse, you will 
get no religion and no science from an awakened thoughtfulness. The important question 
is, In what spirit are we going to face the issue ? There we come to something absolutely 
vital.42

63

REFERENCES AND NOTES

1 / Andrew Dickson White, A History of the 
Warfare of Science with Theology in Christen­
dom, 2 vols. (New York: Dover Publications 
I960; a republication of the first edition 1896), 
vol. 1, p. 376.

2/Ian G. Barbour, Issues in Science and Religion 
(New York: Harper Torchbooks 1971), ch. 6.

3 /  Seventh-day Adventists, Questions on Doctrine 
(Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald Publish­
ing Association 1957), p. 9-

4 /  Bernard L. Ramm, The Christian View of Sci­
ence and Scripture (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company 
1954), p. 61.

5 /  Alfred North Whitehead, Science and the 
Modern World (New York: Free Press Paper­
back Edition 1967), p. 183.

6 /  Wernher von Braun (deputy associate admin­
istrator of the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration) in a letter to me.

7 /  Raymond F. Cottrell, Reason and Faith 
(Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald Publish­
ing Association 1966), p. 53. A book most highly 
recommended to bridge reason and faith.
Sydney Allen, New and old in theology. In: Vern 
Carner (ed .), The Stature of Christ; Essays in 
Honor of Edward Heppenstall (Loma Linda, Cal­
ifornia: published privately 1970), p. 136.

8 /  Langdon Gilkey, Religion and the Scientific 
Future (New York: Harper and Row 1970), pp. 
3-4.

9/N ew  conservatives are those with views origi­
nally rooted in fundamentalism, and now turning 
toward conservatism with a corrective that does 
not violently counter their views on the social, 
political, economic, biological, and physical sci­
ences.
Bernard L. Ramm, A Handbook of Contemporary 
Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company 1966), pp. 89-92.

1 0 / Ramm, The Christian View, p. 42.

1 1 / Wernher von Braun, Letter.

1 2 / Bernard L. Ramm, Protestant Biblical Inter­

pretation. 3rd rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Baker Book House 1970), passim.

1 3 / Richard H. Bube, The Encounter between 
Christianity and Science (Grand Rapids, Michi­
gan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company 
1968), pp. 103-105.
Harold G. Coffin, Creation —  Accident or D e­
sign? (Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald 
Publishing Association 1969), pp. 273-299. 
Richard M. Ritland, A Search for Meaning in Na­
ture (Mountain View, California: Pacific Press 
Publishing Association 1970), p. 169- 
Robert H. Brown, The age of meteorites, s p e c ­
t r u m  3 ( 1 ) :  19-27 (W inter 1971).
Ross O. Barnes, Time —  and earth’s history, 
spectrum 3 ( 1 ) : 2 9 - 4 7  (W inter 1971) .
Donald E. Hall, The 23-hour day, s p e c t r u m  3 
(4 ) :3 9 -5 1  (Autumn 1971).

1 4 / Langdon Gilkey, Maker of Heaven and Earth 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Com­
pany Anchor Books 1965), p. 54.

1 5 / Gilkey, Maker, p. 348.

1 6 / Bube, The Encounter, pp. 129-133.
Henricus Renckens, Israel’s Concept of the Be­
ginning (New York: Herder and Herder 1964), 
pp. 100-103.
Ramm, The Christian View, pp. 213-219.
Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Earth Is the 
Lord’s: and The Sabbath (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks 1966), passim.
Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New  
York: Schocken Books 1970), pp. 18-21.

1 7 / James Innell Packer, "Fundamentalism” and 
the Word of God (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company 
1958), ch. 1-2.

1 8 / Ramm, The Christian View, p. 29- 

1 9 / Sarna, Understanding Genesis, p. xxiii.

2 0 /  SDA, Questions on Doctrine, pp. 27-28.

2 1 / Cottrell, Reason and Faith, pp. 60-61.

2 2 / Abraham Joshua Heschel (professor at Union 
Theological Seminary) in a letter to me.

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



64

2 3 / Nahum M. Sarna (professor at Hebrew Uni­
versity, Jerusalem) in a letter to me.

2 4 /  Sarna, Understanding Genesis, p. 85.

2 5 /  Sarna, ibid., p. 196.

2 6 /  Renckens, Israels Concept, pp. 36-37.

2 7 /  Francis D. Nichol (ed .), The Seventh-day 
Adventist Bible Commentary, 7 vols. (W ashing­
ton, D. C.: Review and Herald Publishing Asso­
ciation 1953-57), vol. 1 , p. 195.

2 8 /  Siegfried H. Horn, Seventh-day Adventist 
Bible Dictionary, 9 vols. (Commentary Reference 
Series) (Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald 
Publishing Association I9 6 0 ) , vol. 8, p. 196.

2 9 /  Cottrell, Reason and Faith, p. 57.

3 0 / U. S. Atomic Energy Commission, Nuclear 
clocks, USAEC Pamphlet (Washington, D. C. 
1966), passim.

3 1 / McGraw Hill Encyclopedia of Science and 
Technology, 15 vols. (New York: McGraw Hill 
1971), vol. 4, pp. 367-369.

3 2 / Carl F. H. Henry, Evangelicals and the Bible, 
Christianity Today 16( 11) :36 (March 3, 1972).

3 3 / Gilkey, Maker, p. 79.

3 4 / Gilkey, ibid., p. 73.

3 5 / Sarna, Understanding Genesis, pp. 8-9.
Earle Hilgert, Theological dimensions of the 
Christian doctrine of creation, SPECTRUM 1 ( 2 ) :  
14 (Spring 1969).
Earle Hilgert, References to creation in the Old 
Testament other than in Genesis 1 and 2. In:
Vern Carner (ed .), The Stature of Christ, p. 83.

3 6 / SDA Bible Dictionary, p. 230.

3 7 / Gilkey, Maker, p. 25.

3 8 / Review and Herald, June 8, 1972, p. 24.

3 9 / Some of the material on this subject was 
made available in correspondence from a repre­
sentative of the Ellen G. White Estate to me.

4 0 /  Ramm, A Handbook, p. 11.

4 1 /  LeRoy Edwin Froom, Movement of Destiny 
(Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald Publish­
ing Association I9 6 0 ) , passim.

4 2 /  Whitehead, Science and the Modern World, 
p. 185.

S P E C T R U M  1 9 7 4

BASIC MEASUREMENT METHODS (see note 30)

METHOD MATERIAL TIME DATED USEFUL TIME SPAN (YR S.)

carbon-14 wood, peat, charcoal when plant died 1,000 to 50,000
bone, shell slightly before animal died 2,000 to 35,000

potassium-argon mica, some whole when rock last cooled to 100,000 and up
rocks about 300° C

hornblende, sanidine when rock last cooled to 10,000,000 and up
about 500° C

rubidium- mica when rock last cooled to 5,000,000 and up
strontium about 300° C

potash feldspar when rock last cooled to 50,000,000 and up
about 500° C

whole rock time of separation of the 100,000,000 and up
rock as a closed unit

uranium-lead zircon when crystals formed 200,000,000 and up

uranium-238 many when rock last cooled 100,000,000 to
fission 1,000^000,000 depending

on material



Six Thousand Years?

CARL G. TULAND

Holy W rit leaves many questions that Christians have not been able to answer. 
Some of these problems will not be explained fully until the chapter of an im­
perfect world is closed and a new chapter is opened with no limitations on perfect 
knowledge. As the apostle Paul says: "Our knowledge is imperfect and our 
prophecy is imperfect; but when the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away.
. . .  Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully 
understood" (1 Corinthians 13:9, 12 r s v )  . Ellen G. White offers a capsulation 
of the thought: "Those who refuse to accept and obey God’s word until every ob­
jection has been removed, and there is no longer an opportunity for doubt, will 
never come to the light."1

Also, we must distinguish between (a ) imperfect understanding of a subject 
and (b)  refusing to accept the evidence. In some problems of interpretation, we 
are inclined to oppose all views that disagree with our personal concepts, al­
though the text may allow for several interpretations. In this respect, the first 
chapter of the Bible furnishes an excellent illustration. Do the first two verses of 
Genesis refer to the seven-day creation of our earth ? Or do they apply to the crea­
tion of the whole universe, before the specific reference to our earth (verses 3- 
31) ?

As we recognize that our convictions rest on faith in divine revelation, we ought 
also to acknowledge that our faith is limited by our imperfect understanding of 
that revelation. There is no "scientific proof" to establish our faith, and an "ar­
chaeological faith" is a poor substitute for a living and vibrant experience with 
God. I accept many things in Scripture as "facts of faith" although they are 
tenets beyond logical, historical, philosophical, or scientific backing. Neverthe­
less, to me they are truth —  religious truth.

Other problems, also, touch on the history of man. I confess there are many of 
my own questions that I have not been able to answer, and I am further away
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than ever from issuing any apodictic statement about them. I have discussed spe­
cifically one topic with various Adventist scholars. Since this topic is considered 
to be a part of biblical "chronology,” it seemed reasonable to expect an answer 
from them —  but the answer never came.

As to my personal conviction and faith in God’s word, such problems as bib­
lical chronology do not interfere with my spiritual life. But I know that many are 
willing to abandon their loyalty to the Bible, or the church, or the church doc­
trines, because of some seeming, or even actual, discrepancy.

My discussion in this essay centers on a serious chronological problem that has 
been difficult to solve. My concern is not so much with interpreting certain bib­
lical records, however, as with the fact that within the church there is an attitude 
of establishing truth by official position statements. What if the statements should 
prove to be incorrect ? W ill this not destroy the faith of many ?

I

The age of the earth is a question often discussed by church members. A state­
ment in a 1971 issue of the Review and H erald  reiterates that which has been ac­
cepted by countless persons as the historical age of our planet: "W riting under 
inspiration, Ellen White records 18 times that this earth of ours is about 6,000 
years old or that the span from creation to the present is about 6,000 years.”2

According to the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11 (upon which Archbishop 
James Ussher based his chronology), the earth was created 4004 b .c . —  which, 
in turn, sets the date of the Flood at a.m . 1656, or 2348 b .c .3 The biblical record 
declares that the new human race developed from the three sons of Noah —  
Shem, Ham, and Japheth —  and was divided later into many different tongues 
and nations (Genesis 10:1 f f .) . Then followed the building of the tower of Babel 
and the subsequent scattering of the people over the earth (Genesis 11:1-9) —  
which, according to traditional biblical chronology, brings us to approximately 
A.M. 1824, or 2180 B .c .

Until that time —  that is, between a . m . 1656 and 1824 —  "throughout the 
earth men spoke the same language, with the same vocabulary” (Genesis 11:1 
j b )  .4 Then the Lord confused the language of all the earth (verse 9 ) . Thus, bib­
lical records establish that, until this confusion, there was but one language for 
all the earth’s people. This would mean that there were no differing languages 
until approximately 2,200 years before Christ and, by implication, no differing 
nations either.

But history (including biblical sources) seems to provide a completely differ­
ent picture. If we disregard Egypt’s prehistory period of undetermined length and 
begin with Old Kingdom dynasties One through Six, the dates given for that pe­
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riod (as they appear in the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Dictionary) are 2800 to 
2150 b .c .5

I must emphasize that this is a very conservative figure. Generally, the period 
of Egyptian high culture is dated from about 3000 b .c . What is important is the 
fact that Adventist sources agree that there was a great nation and an outstanding 
culture—  (a ) of a definite (Hamitic) race, (£ ) with a highly developed method 
of writing, and (c )  with its own language —  more than 800 years before the date 
stated in the Bible for the confusion of tongues and at least 650 years before the 
date assigned to the Flood.

In History Begins at Sumer, Kramer tells of a nation whose existence was 
hardly known less than a century ago, but whose culture is considered today the 
most outstanding culture of the ancient Near East.6 Cuneiform writing was intro­
duced by the Sumerians about 3000 b .c . Monumental buildings, a vast literature 
(including textbooks for the education of administrators —  with mathematical 
tables, grammars, e tc .), and all the other factors necessary for the development 
of a culture that compares easily with that of Egypt, were found to exist in the 
Sumerian civilization 3,000 years before Christ.

At present there is no agreement among scholars as to the racial affinity of the 
Sumerians. They were the "black-headed people," with short skulls, broad faces, 
straight noses, small mouths and lips, and short, stocky bodies. Their agglutina­
tive language had similarities to the Turkish, Finno-Ugric, and Hungarian fam­
ilies. These evidences clearly indicate that there was also in Mesopotamia (at the 
same time as the Egyptian culture flourished) an equally outstanding civilization 
of another language and race —  neither Hamitic nor Semitic —  hundreds of years 
before the biblical date for the Flood or the confusion of tongues.

Additional cultures could be listed: the Akkadian, theCanaanite, and others 
whose history precedes the dates of 2348 b .c . for the Flood and 2180 b .c . for the 
dispersion of the people at the tower of Babel. When we consider that each nation 
required a long period of time in order to develop from a family group into a 
large national society and a high culture, the gap between dates offered by biblical 
tradition and history increases by several centuries.

Genesis 10 is a report of the nations that allegedly developed after the Flood.
It repeats three times: "These are the sons of . . .  in their lands, each with his own 
language, by their families, and their nations" (verses 5, 20, 31 RSv). Just when 
this development took place is not explained. The information given reads:

These are the families of the sons of Noah . . .  and from these the nations spread 
abroad on the earth after the flood. Now the whole earth had one language," or, 
as the Jerusalem Bible says: "Throughout the earth men spoke the same language,
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with the same vocabulary” (Genesis 10:32; 11 :1 ). These texts have always been 
understood to mark the beginning of the postdiluvial history of humanity.

However, not only is there a problem in reconciling the year 2180 b .c. (the 
dispersion from the tower of Babel) as the date when the nations with their own 
independent languages began to form, but difficulties also exist in connection 
with history after that date. It seems impossible to accommodate the nations and 
cultures into the very short period from the tower of Babel to the time of Abra­
ham. Terah, Abraham’s father, was born in a.m . 1878, or 2126 B.c. (according to 
Ussher’s chronology), and Abraham himself in 1996 b .c., which fixes Abraham’s 
calling by God (at the age of seventy-five, Genesis 14:4) at the year 1921 b .c., 
according to the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Dictionary.7

The dictionary goes on to describe the historico-political situation of the part 
of Mesopotamia (Ur of the Chaldees) in which Terah and Abraham lived and 
to state that in I960 b .c. the third dynasty of Ur had already come to an end.
Those who are acquainted with the history of the ancient Near East know that the 
records of Ur reach back into the beginning of the third millennium b .c. At any 
rate, Ur had gone through many centuries of cultural supremacy and had begun 
to decline at the time Abraham was born. The dynasties of Isin and Larsa re­
placed Ur as a political center of Mesopotamia. Thus, the whole history of the 
ancient Near East would indicate the impossibility of accommodating the rise and 
development of the different nations and cultures and their manifold achieve­
ments within the short period allotted to them by Ussher’s interpretation of the 
biblical records.

II

Technically or historically, the problem is of a multiple nature. Projecting 
backward, we find that there were different nations and races with outstanding 
cultures at least 700 years before the date given in the Bible for the Flood. Several 
centuries would have to be added to allow for the development of such groups 
into nations and for the tremendous achievements for which these nations are 
known.

Thus, contrary to Ussher’s chronology, there were different languages ap­
proximately a millennium before  the tower of Babel (Semitic, Hamitic, and even 
other language fam ilies), although the origin of all the different languages is at­
tributed to the descendants of Noah after  the dispersion in 2180 B .c .

Therefore, if we attempt to project the history of the nations mentioned in 
Genesis 10 forw ard  into the period from the dispersion in 2180 b .c. onward, then 
we face (in addition to the language factor and their existence as nations many 
centuries before  the dates ascribed by the Bible) the impossibility of accommo­

s p e c t r u m  1 9 7 4



d a tin g  th em  in th e  e x tre m e ly  lim ited  tim e  fro m  th e  to w e r o f  B ab el to  th e  a p p e a r­

a n ce  o f  A b ra h a m  —  a sp an  o f  on ly  2 5 0  years. T h e  reality  o f  su ch  k n ow n  h is­

to rica l d ates  is re co g n ized  in th e Seventh-day Adventist Bible Dictionary, b u t it 

is d ifficult to  re co n cile  th e  d ates  w ith  b ib lical d a ta  if  w e  a d h e re  to  U s s h e r ’s 

ch ro n o lo g y .

H o w  o ld  is th e  e a rth  ? B y  co n su ltin g  th e  S e p tu a g in t, w e  co u ld  ad d  a n o th e r

1 .0 0 0  to  U s s h e r ’s 6 ,0 0 0  years. B u t th a t w ill h a rd ly  so lve  th e  p ro b lem .

In  re ce n t years I a tte n d e d  a su m m er session  a t A n d re w s U n iv e rsity . D u rin g  

class o n e  day ( in  th e  p resen ce  o f  a p p ro x im a te ly  e ig h ty  p erson s, m an y  o f  th em  

o v erseas m is s io n a r ie s ) , th e  q u estion  w as ra ised  a b o u t th e  a g e  o f  th e  e a rth . I t  w a s  

ev id e n t th a t so m e class m em b ers w e re  g re a tly  d istu rb ed  an d  e x p e cte d  an  an sw er  

th a t  w o u ld  satisfy  all a sp ects  o f  th e ir  in q uiry  —  re lig io u s, h is to rica l, a rc h a e o lo g i­

ca l, sp iritu a l, in te lle c tu a l.

W h a t  th ey  receiv ed  in stead  w as an  a u th o rita tiv e  s ta te m e n t th a t le f t  th em  w ith ­

o u t an  a n sw er. T h e  in stru cto r, w h o m  I h o ld  in g re a t  esteem , a n sw ered  th e  q ues­

tio n  by sayin g  ( I q u o te  v e rb a tim  )  : ' 'M rs . W h ite  h as re p e a te d ly  s ta te d  th a t  th e  

a g e  o f  th e  e a rth  is 6 ,0 0 0  years. It m ean s th a t e ith e r it is 6 ,0 0 0  y ears o r  th a t M rs . 

W h ite  w as n o t in sp ire d .” W i t h  th ese  w o rd s, th e  in stru cto r, fo r  th e  sak e o f  su p ­

p ly in g  a  "d e fin itiv e ” an sw e r, risked Fdlen W h i t e ’s a u th o rity  an d  in sp ira tio n  —  

a  p o sitio n  th a t seem s p re ca rio u s.

I m u st em p h asize  a g a in  th a t th is study is n o t to  be co n stru e d  as d isb elief in th e  

B ib le  on m y p a rt. I am  ab le  to  b eliev e  in th e  S crip tu res , even  th o u g h  th e re  a re  

th in g s th a t to  m y finite m in d  a re  n o t c le a r  an d  a re  even co n tra d ic to ry . Such s itu a ­

tion s h a v e  served  to  m a k e  m e  h u m b le  an d  to  p re v e n t m e  fro m  m a k in g  final s ta te ­

m e n ts  re g a rd in g  ce rta in  issues o f  b ib lical in te rp re ta tio n .

M y co n ce rn  h ere , ra th e r , is w ith  th e  effect on  in d iv id u als, an d  on th e  ch u rch  as  

a w h o le , o f  p ro n o u n ce m e n ts  m a d e  by p ro m in e n t A d v en tists .

A d v e n tis t ch u rch  m em b ers h a v e  been b ro u g h t u p  to  a cce p t m an y  d e cla ra tio n s  

by ch u rch  le ad ers  as a u th o rita tiv e . T o  m an y , even  slig h t ch a n g e s o f  in te rp re ta tio n  

o fte n  a re  co n sid ered  ta n ta m o u n t to  a ch a n g e  o f  te a ch in g s, to  "a b a n d o n in g  th e  

p la tf o r m ” o r  d en y in g  " t h e  b lu e p rin t” o f  d ivin e tru th . N o  d o u b t ch u rch  le a d e rs  a re  

a w a re  o f  su ch  d a n g e rs  an d  a re  co n scio u s, to o , th a t th ese  d a n g e rs  a re  m o re  ob viou s  

in to d a y ’s tim e  o f  re v o lu tio n a ry  d ev elo p m en ts  w ith in  re lig io n . A u th o rita tiv e  

d e cla ra tio n s  th a t  can  ev e n tu a lly  be d isp ro v ed , o r  a tte m p ts  to  su p p o rt tru th  by 

d o u b tfu l a rg u m e n ts , ca n  on ly  cau se  p e rp le x ity  an d  co n fu sio n .

S ev en th -d ay  A d v e n tists  c a n n o t lim it th e  a g e  o f  th e  e a rth  o r  o f  th e  u n iv erse  to

6 .0 0 0  y ears as so m e d o. In  p assin g , w e  sh o u ld  rem in d  o u rselv es th a t, a cco rd in g  to  

E lle n  W h ite , L u c ife r  a t  th e  tim e  o f  his reb ellio n  h o p ed  to  ca rry  w ith  h im  ex is tin g  

worlds in  a u n iv erse  o f  w h ich  o u r p la n e t w as m erely  a sm all sp eck .8
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To those who insist that their views represent the final and absolute truth I say: 
Only i f  we can harmonize what is called biblical chronology of the prediluvial 
and postdiluvial world with the ancient Near East historical records (as they also 
appear in the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Dictionary) between approximately 
3000 and 1800 B.c. can we hope for a workable basis to discuss the overall prob­
lem intelligently.

In my interactions with fellow Christians I have found that to admit that Ad­
ventists are fallible does not weaken the trust of these persons. To acknowledge 
that there are problems in the Bible for which Adventists (as others) have no 
solutions does not weaken faith. On the contrary, such an admission may 
strengthen confidence in the honesty of spiritual leaders and may offer challenge 
for intensive study of the Bible and other pertinent fields of knowledge.

REFERENCES

1 / Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy 
(Mountain View, California: Pacific Press Pub­
lishing Association 1950), p. 527.

2 /  Robert H. Pierson, Is all the data in?, Review 
and Herald 148:2 (September 2, 1971).

3 /  Siegfried H. Horn, Seventh-day Adventist Bi­
ble Dictionary, 9 vols. (Commentary Reference 
Series) (Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald 
Publishing Association I9 6 0 ) , vol. 8, p. 196.

4 /  Jerusalem Bible, J B.

5 / Horn, p. 291.

6 /  Samuel N. Kramer, History Begins at Sumer 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday 1959).

7 /  Horn, p. 8.

8 /  White, Patriarchs and Prophets (Mountain 
View, California: Pacific Press Publishing Asso­
ciation 1958), p. 41.

S P E C T R U M 1 9 7 4

70



N  eeded—Constructive 

Adventist Theology

W ILLIAM  G. JOHNSSON

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.
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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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Ellen G. W hite  

in Adventist Theology

ROBERT L. SHULL

78
I

Increasingly the need has been expressed for a more coherent and consistent ap­
proach to the use of Ellen G. W hite’s writings. It is a common observation that 
her writings are now used to support a wide variety of points of view —  many of 
which are mutually exclusive. As Branson and Weiss have pointed out, simply to 
compile the Ellen White statements on a topic is inadequate, at best, for under­
standing her views on that topic. Yet that method is still the dominant one, both 
in published interpretation and in more informal types of discussion. Methods of 
interpretation more acceptable to scholarship need to be applied to her writings.1

It was partly to call attention to this need and to take some steps toward meet­
ing it that Branson and Weiss wrote their article. They proposed the application 
of three basic tools of interpretation to the problem of understanding as well as 
possible what Mrs. White really said. The steps they outlined were:

Discover the nature of Mrs. W hite’s relationship to other authors.

Recover the social and intellectual milieu in which she lived and wrote.

Give close attention to the development of Ellen W hite’s writings within her own lifetime, 
and also to the development of the church.2

Clearly, the adoption of these simple but fundamental rules would mark an im­
portant positive step in Adventist scholarship. Not only would this approach help 
Adventist theology to the achievement of positive results in what have heretofore 
been unproductive disputes over her meaning in specific passages, but it would go 
a long way toward restoring to the church the voice of an authentic prophet.

W hat would be the effect on Adventist theology if these methods were actually 
implemented in the study of Mrs. White ? W hat if we were to recover her authen-
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tic voice, and once again she could speak to the church unequivocally ? Since her 
authority is so closely identified with the activity of Adventist theology, the effect 
on the course of theological development could be expected to be significant, 
complex, and problematical. For example, the degree to which Adventist theol­
ogy would be able to tolerate the wide variety of points of view that now exist in 
it would almost certainly be greatly reduced.

Probably no one person is in a position to be fully aware of the magnitude of 
the diversity within Adventist theology. A serious lack of publication and other 
forms of communication on the part of the members of the various Adventist col­
lege religion faculties still prevents general access to the information that might 
allow such a picture to be pieced together. However, from my acquaintance with 
the orientations of the faculty members on the three California campuses, and 
from my conversations with several, I perceive that over the past twenty years the 
general level of sophistication among those doing Adventist theology has in­
creased impressively. At least on those campuses within my experience, and pre­
sumably on most of the others, the religion departments have acquired persons 
well educated in the various theological orientations available to the contempo­
rary theologian. These teachers have been applying such orientations to the 
achieving of insight into the message of the Seventh-day Adventist church, and to 
the solving of the many problems found in Adventist theology as it attempts to 
meet the spiritual perplexities of the age. Several are well on their way to sophisti­
cated formulations of what seems to them to be important contributions of Ad­
ventism to Christian theology. A major consequence of this development has been 
the emergence of a great amount of diversity in Adventist theology.

I am well aware that a significant portion —  perhaps even a majority —  of Ad­
ventists still view such innovation with a high degree of suspicion. And it is no 
doubt true that most of the points of view now being formulated by Adventist 
theologians will not survive —  perhaps in some cases for reasons having to do 
with inadequate identity with the roots of Adventism. But the problems in Ad­
ventist theology are real, not simply intellectual exercises for which we already 
have the answers. Any serious attempt to deal with them, therefore, whether or 
not the effort might strike one as headed for success or failure, should be wel­
comed and encouraged.

Despite the increasing sophistication of Adventist theologians, no one has yet 
been able, so far as I know, to go beyond the need to borrow Mrs. W hite’s au­
thority in order to claim legitimacy for his approach to theology. Although some 
will admit that Mrs. W hite’s statements are not necessarily authoritative for their 
theologies, all the Adventist theologians I have heard —  or heard of —  feel com­
pelled to avoid going against what they see to be a basic aspect of the "theology
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o f  E lle n  G . W h i t e .” T h is , o f  co u rse , is n o t n ecessarily  a  b ad  lim ita tio n  fo r  A d v e n t­

ist th e o lo g y ; in fa c t  it seem s to  be an  ob viou s an d  n a tu ra l on e. B u t it d oes p u t A d ­

v e n tist th e o lo g y , as it n o w  stan d s, in a  ra th e r  ab surd  p o sitio n . A f te r  a ll , if  M rs. 

W h i t e ’s w ritin g s can  be said  to  say an y th in g  a t all w ith  co h e re n ce , th en  h e r w o rk  

ca n n o t be said  to  len d  su p p o rt to  all o f  th e  p oin ts o f  v iew  n o w  h eld  in A d v e n tis t  

th e o lo g y  —  e x ce p t p erh a p s in a h ig h ly  su b jective  an d  in d ire ct fa sh io n . S om e o f  

th e  view s must be d isa g re e in g  w ith  h e r in so m e fu n d a m e n ta l resp ect.

I t  seem s c le a r  th a t  if  A d v e n tis t th e o lo g y  w e re  to  a d o p t th e  su g g estio n  to  ap p ly  

co n sisten t ru les o f  in te rp re ta tio n  to  M rs. W h i t e ’s w ritin g s , th ereb y  re d u cin g  th e  

am b ig u ity  ch a ra c te r iz in g  in te rp re ta tio n  o f  h er u p  to  n o w , th e  ab su rd ity  o f  th e  p o ­

sition  I h a v e  d escrib ed  w o u ld  b eco m e all to o  a p p a re n t. I f  A d v e n tis t th e o lo g y  finds  

itse lf  u n ab le  to  fo re g o  id en tificatio n  w ith  th e  a u th o rity  o f  M rs. W h ite , th e  co n ­

seq u en ce w ill n ecessarily  be th e  stiflin g  o f  th e  v arie ty  an d  cre a tiv ity  th a t  seem s so  

p ro m isin g  an d  th a t is on ly  n ow  b eg in n in g  to  find a cce p ta n ce  in th e  c h u rc h ’s th e ­

o lo g ica l estab lish m en t.

T h e re  a re  m an y  in th e  ch u rch , so m e o f  th em  th e o lo g ia n s , w h o  w o u ld  n o t find  

th is la t te r  so e x o rb ita n t a p rice  to  p ay. S om e w o u ld  find th a t benefits to  th e  ch u rch  

w o u ld  o u tw e ig h  th e  h a rm  to  its th e o lo g y . O th e rs  w o u ld  even  d isa g re e  th a t it 

w o u ld  be in an y w ay  h a rm fu l. B u t as o n e  w h o  look s fo rw a rd  to  d o in g  th e o lo g y  in  

th e  A d v e n tis t tra d itio n , I b elieve  th a t p rice  to  be g re a t  en o u g h  to  w a rra n t an  e x ­

a m in a tio n  o f  its necessity . F o r  reaso n s th a t seem  very  m u ch  in h a rm o n y  w ith  th e  

b asic  th ru st o f  A d v e n tism , I re g a rd  th e  c re a tiv e  g ro w th  th a t I see o ccu rrin g  in A d ­

v e n tist th e o lo g y  essen tial to  th e  p ro sp ects  o f  th e  ch u rch  fo r  m a k in g  th e  im p a ct o n  

th e  w o rld  th a t  it feels  itse lf  d estin ed  to  m ak e .

T h e re  seem  to  be tw o  ob viou s w ays to  av o id  th e  n a rro w in g  o f  A d v e n tis t th e ­

o lo g y  sim ply  to  th e  e x p lica tio n  o f  M rs. W h i t e ’s s ta te m e n ts  co n ce rn in g  th e  m a jo r  

p oin ts o f  d o ctrin e .

T h e  first way, th e  e x p lo ita tio n  o f  th e  ob viou s am b ig u ities in th e  W h ite  w r it­

in gs, is resp o n sib le  fo r  th e  w id e  v arie ty  o f  p oin ts  o f  v iew  in A d v e n tis t th e o lo g y  

to d ay . B u t th e  in n o ce n t u se o f  th is d ev ice  is n o  lo n g e r  p ossib le  on  a la rg e  scale . 

C o n scio u sly  to  co n tin u e  its u se w o u ld  be a p iece  o f  g ro ss  in te lle c tu a l d ish on esty , 

th e  p rice  fo r  w h ich  is u n th in k ab le . B esid es, th e  ch u rch  h as m u ch  to  g a in  in term s  

o f  co n v ictio n  an d  v ita lity  fro m  th e  re s to ra tio n  to  it o f  th e  v o ice  o f  an  a u th e n tic  

p ro p h e t. T h e  a p p lica tio n  o f  th e  to o ls  o f  sch o la rsh ip  to  th e  re co v e ry  o f  th a t  v o ice  

seem s to  be a  fittin g  an d  n a tu ra l serv ice  A d v e n tis t th e o lo g y  can  p e rfo rm  fo r  th e  

ch u rch  as a  w h o le .

T h e  other way a v a ila b le  to  A d v e n tis t th e o lo g y  to  av o id  th e  n a rro w in g  o f  its 

sco p e  is a  reassessm en t o f  th e  m e a n in g  fo r  th e o lo g y  o f  th e  fa c t  o f  M rs . W h i t e ’s 

p ro p h e tic  a u th o rity . T h is , in fa c t , is w h a t th is essay is in ten d ed  to  p ro p o se .
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Recognition of a prophet’s authority is commonly assumed to require the spe­
cific content of one’s theology to conform significantly to that prophet’s theologi­
cal statements. But on what basis is this kind of attention demanded ? Simple as­
sertion of prophetic authority does not make the answer to that question as ob­
vious as one might at first suppose. What, theologically speaking, is prophetic 
authority ? What kind of authority does prophecy in fact carry for scholarship ? 
W hat position do Mrs. W hite’s writings really demand for themselves in the the­
ology of the Seventh-day Adventist church ? It is in the attempt to resolve these 
logically prior questions of evaluation that I perceive the crucial point in Advent­
ist theology and scholarship.

Clearly, what is now necessary is a concerted effort to reexamine the role, and 
consequently the nature of the authority, of a prophet. The several points of view 
now operating in Adventist theology should each be brought to comment on a 
theological concept of the prophetic office. The Adventist theologian, I believe, 
will soon be in a position in which this task (for which he is peculiarly suited be­
cause he is acquainted with the life and work of Mrs. W hite) will be not only ap­
propriate but unavoidable. He has the opportunity to achieve the firm and con­
sistent footing necessary for this essential contribution in the next decades.

Special care, however, must be taken to maintain the positive nature of this en­
deavor. Defining a concept that might significantly limit the scope of prophetic 
authority could put the scholar in a morally suspect position. Nevertheless, it is 
reasonable to search for a consistent attitude toward these writings so as to allow 
for changes in theology to meet a changing situation. Rigorous adherence to the 
normal standards of intellectual honesty —  along with proper regard for con­
structive criticism from the theological community —  seems sufficient to structure 
the task.

II

The foregoing proposal —  that Adventist theology should work for the 
achievement of a significant amount of freedom from the theological content of 
Mrs. W hite’s writings while remaining committed to the authenticity of her pro­
phetic role —  will no doubt strike most readers of this essay as so strange as to 
make it difficult to imagine how it might be attempted. On the surface the pro­
posal seems to require an essentially meaningless definition of prophetic author­
ity. Therefore, to demonstrate that what I am proposing as a major project of Ad­
ventist theology is not necessarily doomed to self-contradiction, I now outline 
one possible approach to such a redefinition of prophetic authority.

The discussion that follows is not presented in a manner to warrant its accept­
ance as a real solution to the problem with which this essay is concerned. Since
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the discussion is intended simply to illustrate that the problem can be approached 
in a manner that does not give up, at the outset, some basic Adventist commit­
ments, I shall not burden it down with the research and reasoning necessary to an 
adequate argument of the position. But neither is the position purely hypothetical. 
It represents my thinking as far as I have taken it to this time. Any criticism such 
an approach might provoke from readers will be received with interest. But the 
primary assertion here is that attempt at redefinition needs to be made —  not that 
my approach is necessarily the correct one.

One way to assess the scope of prophetic authority is to evaluate the way 
prophets have actually functioned. Crucial to this evaluation is the distinction that 
I feel must be made between the apostle and the prophet.

The apostle's role was that of the "founder”8 of a new religion, the mediator to 
his people of their basic relationship to their God. This "covenant” became the 
primary authority defining all religious expression within its context.

The prophet, on the other hand, was entirely subordinate to the authority of 
that original apostolic revelation of the covenant in whose context he spoke. This 
subordinate nature of a prophet’s relationship to his covenant is a significant fact 
that seems a necessary component of any definition of the prophetic office. The 
prophet’s function was to revive and intensify commitment to that covenant —  
never to add to it or otherwise change it. Though his authority was no less real 
and of no less a source than the apostle’s, its purpose and hence its scope were 
more specific.

This schematic can be applied to both the Old and the New Testaments; and 
while in fact the actual history of prophetic activity does not fit it precisely, the 
complications are merely complications, I believe, and not contradictions. Thus 
one can say that Moses’ role was apostolic, founding as he did the Hebrew reli­
gion and formulating the "old” covenant.4 Prophets during his lifetime had dis­
tinctly minor roles consisting chiefly of charismatic expressions of commitment 
and fervor on important occasions. W e do not know of any theologically impor­
tant message delivered by a prophet during Moses’ lifetime.5 Certainly the au­
thority of prophets was not on a level with that of Moses. Prophets did not par­
ticipate in the covenant’s formulation, nor could they conceivably have challenged 
Moses’ sole authority to do so.

But as the passing of time made Moses seem more and more remote to the 
Jews, the prophet’s importance to Israel increased. His role came to be that of 
combating his people’s growing existential distance from the Exodus, to create in 
them a vivid awareness of its significance for their contemporary situation by the 
use of his charismatic gifts. Since the situations to which the prophets were called 
were sometimes of a national character, and occasionally even of historical im-

s p e c t r u m  1 9 7 4

82



p o rta n ce , w h a t th ey  said  w as so m etim es w ritte n  d ow n . B u t a t n o  tim e co u ld  th e  

th e o lo g ica l co n te n t o f  th o se  w ritin g s be said  to  a p p ro a ch  th e  u n iv ersality  th a t  

ch a ra c te r iz e d  th e  m e ssa g e  o f  M oses.

T h e  su b o rd in a te  ro le  th a t  th is sch e m a tic  req u ires fo r  p ro p h e cy  cle a rly  lim its  its 

sig n ifican ce  fo r  th e o lo g y . B u t o n e  m ig h t ob ject th a t, as a  m a tte r  o f  fa c t , so m e O ld  

T e s ta m e n t p ro p h e ts  said  som e th in g s o f  g r e a t  th e o lo g ica l sign ifican ce . A lth o u g h  

th is fa c t  is u n d en iab le , it can  be a cco u n te d  fo r , I b elieve, by th e  p e cu lia r  ten sion  

th a t  ch a ra c te riz e d  th e  O ld  T e s ta m e n t p ro p h e t’s re la tio n sh ip  to  his co v e n a n t. 

W h ile  a c o m p le te  d e fe re n ce  on his p a r t  to  th e  a u th o rity  o f  th e  M o sa ic  C o v e n a n t  

w as in d ica te d , his ch a rism a tic  —  h en ce  h ig h ly  e x is te n tia l —  n a tu re  soon  d ro v e  

him  o n to  th e  in ad eq u acy  o f  w h a t w as, a f te r  a ll , a p re lim in a ry  re v e la tio n . C o n se ­

q u en tly  m u ch  o f  w h a t th e  la te r  p ro p h e ts  said  served  to  p o in t fo rw a rd  to  a N e w  

C o v e n a n t th a t  w o u ld  co n ta in  th e  final re v e la tio n  m o re  th a n  to  p o in t b ack w a rd  to  

th e  O ld  C o v e n a n t. T h e  th e o lo g ica l sig n ifican ce  o f  th is e x p e c ta tio n  e x te n d e d  b e­

yon d  th e  situ atio n s to  w h ich  th e  p ro p h ecies  in w h ich  it w as co n ta in e d  w e re  p ri­

m a rily  d ire cte d , ca u sin g  th em  to  ta k e  on  a u n iv ersality  e x ce e d in g  w h a t o n e  m ig h t  

e x p e c t  fro m  th e  lim ited  n a tu re  o f  th e  p ro p h e tic  office.

B u t in th e  N e w  T e s ta m e n t, th a t  h e re to fo re  in cre a sin g  im p o rta n ce  o f  p ro p h e cy  

fo r  th e o lo g y  w as d ra m a tica lly  reversed . E v e ry th in g  th e  O ld  T e s ta m e n t p ro p h e t  

h ad  been sig n ify in g  in his s tre tch in g  o f  th e  n a tu ra l lim ita tio n s o f  his ro le  w as en ­

tirely  fu lfilled  by th e  A d v e n t o f  Jesu s an d  th e  p ro c la m a tio n  o f  th e  N e w  C o v e n a n t. 

P ro p h e ts  a g a in  b e ca m e  re la tiv e ly  m in o r figures o f  m erely  lo ca l im p o rta n ce . W h a t  

th ey  said  w as d irected  a lm o st w ith o u t e x ce p tio n  to  th e ir  ow n  lo ca l c o n g re g a tio n s .

It seem s u n fo rtu n a te  th a t p ro p h ecy  d ied  o u t in th e  a c tiv e  life  o f  th e  C h ristia n  

co m m u n ity . P e rh a p s  as a resu lt o f  th e  excesses o f  th e  ch a rism a tic  m o v e m e n ts  —  

w h ich , in th e  n a m e  o f  a " th ird  a g e ” o f  th e  S pirit, c la im e d  an  a u th o rity  su p ersed in g  

th a t  o f  even  th e  ap o stles  —  p ro p h ecy  b e ca m e  m o re  an d  m o re  d o m e stica te d  u n til 

ev en tu ally  it ca m e  to  be co n sid ered  m erely  a co m p o n e n t o f  th e  a u th o rity  in h e re n t  

in th e  in creasin g ly  p o w e rfu l h ierarch y . C h ristia n  p ro p h ecy  n ev er did  fo llo w  its 

O ld  T e s ta m e n t p a tte rn . T h e  in creasin g ly  im p o rta n t ro le  o n e  m ig h t h av e  e x p e cte d  

it to  assu m e w ith  th e  p a ssa g e  o f  tim e n ev er d e v elo p ed , in fa ct.

B u t co u ld  p ro p h e cy  co n ceiv ab ly  ever b e co m e  as th e o lo g ica lly  sign ifican t in th e  

C h ristia n  c o n te x t  as it b e ca m e  in th e  M o sa ic  c o n te x t  ? A lth o u g h  th is q u estion  m ay  

seem  m e re ly  a ca d e m ic  to  m o st C h ristia n  th e o lo g ia n s , it h as v ita l re le v a n ce  to  A d ­

v e n tist th e o lo g y  s a tte m p t to  assess th e  sig n ifican ce  fo r  A d v e n tism  o f  an  a u th e n tic  

C h ristia n  p ro p h e t in th e  re ce n t p a st o f  th e  ch u rch .

R e co g n itio n  o f  p ro p h e cy ’s su b o rd in a te  ro le  cle a rly  req u ires a n e g a tiv e  an sw er  

to  th e  q u estion . I t  is tru e  th a t a m o re  sig n ifican t ro le  in th e  c h u rc h ’s h isto ry  w o u ld  

be a le g itim a te  e x p e c ta tio n  o f  p ro p h ecy  in v iew  o f  th e  sch em e h e re  p resen ted . B u t
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the truly final nature of the revelation of Christ as formulated in the New Testa­
ment makes it inconceivable that Christian prophecy’s deference to apostolic reve­
lation in matters of theology could be anything less than absolute. Since the ten­
sion that impelled the Old Testament prophet to strain the limits of his role no 
longer exists for the prophet in a Christian context, it is no longer possible that a 
prophet of the theological significance of, say, Isaiah might appear.6

The theologian —  whose sole commitment is to the application of the apostolic 
revelation to the intellectual mood and difficulties of his age —  need therefore 
have no prior commitment to take into account any specific prophet’s message.
The theologian’s concern is with the universal Christian message. The message of 
the prophet —  whose function is local and whose scope is limited to the situation 
to which he is called —  need not concern the theologian significantly. Indeed, as­
sessment of a prophet’s significance for the larger Christian community can be 
said to be part of the theologian’s proper function.

I ll

Must we then conclude that the prophet has no authority over the theologian ? 
Does the scheme I have presented allow anyone who calls himself a theologian to 
put himself outside the scope of a prophet’s authority ?

Not so. Although not everyone stands in the specific situation to which any one 
prophet directs his message, he who does (theologian or whatever) —  and who 
finds himself therefore under the ’'spell” of the prophet’s charisma —  is clearly 
obligated to yield to the authority of that prophet’s message. The theologian 
would necessarily incorporate into his theology this presumably profound person­
al religious experience. But the theologian who finds himself at some distance 
from the situation to which the same prophet directs his message, and who conse­
quently is not affected by the compelling power of that prophet’s authority, is free 
to assess that prophet’s ultimate contribution to Christian thought along more ob­
jective lines.

These observations have some useful implications for assessing the significance 
of Mrs. W hite’s writings for Adventist theology. Theologically oriented persons 
who were involved in the beginnings of the Adventist church, for example, can­
not be faulted from this point of view for allowing Mrs. White to dominate their 
theological writings. Neither, for similar reasons, can an Adventist theologian to­
day be faulted for so using her writings if he finds himself within the situation to 
which she was speaking. But neither can a theologian be faulted if, according to 
intellectually honest criteria, he perceives himself to be working in a situation to 
which she was not speaking.7

Thus, in the scheme here developed we have a position in which a theologian
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can consistently acknowledge the validity of Mrs. W hite’s prophetic role, recog­
nize his debt to her contribution to the beliefs and practices of his church (and 
thus to his ow n), and yet seek to find ways to move beyond her theological state­
ments to develop a theology designed to meet the problems inherent in his own 
situation. While perhaps in the context of this essay the scheme raises more ques­
tions than it answers, it does demonstrate, I believe, the possibility of approach­
ing the problem of finding limitations to the scope of Mrs. W hite’s authority 
without necessarily contradicting the commitments required for an Adventist 
identity.

But whatever the approach adopted, the Adventist theologian in the next few 
years will be forced more and more to work out his position in this regard. A 
serious attempt must be made to achieve some sort of consensus. But in the ab­
sence of consensus the Adventist theologian will need to make his own position 
regarding the scope of Mrs. W hite’s authority explicit as a foundation for what­
ever else he may try to say to the more general problems in Adventist —  and 
Christian —  belief. The development of the skills necessary for the introspection 
of our attitudes and commitments in this regard will become important, I believe, 
for the introspection I perceive for the church generally as it seeks to define the 
role it must play in the coming years.

At any rate, it is only by developing the ability to meet new problems as they 
appear within contemporary Christianity —  with the same venturesome spirit that 
characterized the small band that founded the Seventh-day Adventist church —  
that we can hope to remain at all faithful to the "spirit of prophecy” once mani­
fested in the activity of Ellen G. White.
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4 /  Although Moses was certainly a prophet, that 
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here, on the ground that her function was not only 
to point back to the New Testament revelation 
but ahead to the Second Advent —  indeed, to sig­
nal that event. Whether or not this is so is a prop­
er subject for another paper.

7 /  One might assert, of course, that Mrs. White 
was not a prophet at all —  at least in the sense 
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then one should be aware of the consequences. If 
Mrs. W hite was an apostle, then she was the 
founder of a new religion. Her followers could 
not be called Christian, therefore, but, say, “Ad­
ventist,” and would be on the same level as Mor­
mons and Christian Scientists.
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Hath the rain a father ? 
or who hath begotten the drops of dew ? 
Out of whose womb came the ice? 
and the hoary frost of heaven, 
who hath gendered it ?
The waters are hid as with a stone, 
and the face of the deep is frozen.

j o b  38:28-30 RSV.

Jrozen

NEAL STEVENS





The Conditionality of 

Ellen W hite’s W ntings

STEPHEN T. HAND

Seventh-day Adventists have always believed that prophecy is conditional. Only a 
cursory glance at the " i f ” passages of Deuteronomy 27-30 and Jeremiah 18 should 
be enough to validate the historical position of the church. Despite the fact that 
the church has been quick to point to the conditional nature of biblical prophecy, 
however, few Adventist teachers have stressed the conditionality of the prophetic 
pronouncements of Ellen G. White. This is particularly interesting in the light of 
Mrs. W hite’s own statements.

After the re-publication in 1882 of the three earliest White books (Experience 
and Views, A Supplement to Experience and Views, and Spiritual G ifts), some 
early church leaders raised questions as to the "completeness” and "significance” 
of the views expressed in these books —  in the light of subsequent writings. So in 
1883 Mrs. White answered their questions personally. One question concerned a 
vision in which Mrs. White saw that "the time for Jesus to be in the most holy 
place was nearly finished” and that only a "little longer” was required before 
Jesus would come. To this question Mrs. White replied:

It is true that time has continued longer than we expected in the early days of this message. 
Our Saviour did not appear as soon as we hoped. But has the word of the Lord failed ?
N ever! It should be remembered that the promises and threatenings of God are alike con­
ditional. . .  . Had Adventists, after the disappointment in 1844, held fast to their faith, and 
followed on unitedly in the opening providence of God, receiving the message of the third 
angel and in the power of the Holy Spirit proclaiming it to the world, they would have seen 
the salvation of their God, the Lord would have wrought mightily with their efforts, the 
work would have been completed, and Christ would have come ere this to receive His peo­
ple to their reward___ It was not the will of God that the coming of Christ should be thus
delayed. [Italics supplied.]1

Clearly, Mrs. White explained the delay of Christ’s coming in terms of condi­
tional prophecy in this instance. But let us go further.
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It is certain that Mrs. White saw the Second Coming of Jesus in vision more 
than once. In each of the specific accounts, she added or subtracted various details 
that she saw. James White published in 1858 the first volume of Spiritual Gifts, 
in which Mrs. White had written her first total view of "the great controversy be­
tween Christ and Satan." This volume contained the vision of the "loud cry" that 
was to take place just before the Second Coming —  the vision in which God’s 
people were to be delivered (that is, the Second Coming itse lf). The details make 
it certain that this was a conditional prophecy. It is understandable that in 1858 
Mrs. White would refer to the "poor slaves" of the South, for at that time tension 
between the northern states and the southern states was increasing, and the coun­
try was rapidly moving toward civil war. Mrs. White said:

The last call is carried even to the poor slaves, and the pious among them, with humble ex­
pressions pour forth their songs of extravagant joy at the prospect of their happy deliverance, 
and their masters cannot check them; for a fear and astonishment keep them silent. Mighty 
miracles are wrought, the sick are healed, and signs and wonders follow the believers.2

Certainly what was described then will not take place in the forthcoming "loud 
cry," although it could have taken place had Jesus come earlier. Delay has altered 
the details of prophecy.

In her vision of "the time of Jacob’s trouble," Mrs. White saw "the saints leav­
ing the cities and villages . . .  and living in the most solitary places. Angels pro­
vided them food and water; but the wicked were suffering with hunger and 
thirst."3 She also saw the wicked rushing upon the righteous, with evil angels 
close behind. Then in the vision of the great deliverance she saw "the pious slave 
rise in triumph and victory, and shake off the chains that bound him, while his 
wicked master was in confusion, and knew not what to do; for the wicked could 
not understand the words of the voice of God. Soon appeared the great white 
cloud. On it sat the Son of M an."4 Surely this is conditional prophecy. No one at 
all today expects to see chained slaves on the earth at the Second Coming of Jesus. 
But it could have been so. Again, delay has altered the details of prophecy.

The Pacific Press published in 1884 volume four of the Spirit o f  Prophecy se­
ries —  Mrs. W hite’s second total view of the cosmic battle between evil and good. 
(Had Jesus come in the manner prescribed in Spiritual Gifts, it should be noted, 
this second series would not have been necessary.) In this volume four Mrs. 
White again narrated a vision of the Second Coming of Jesus and the deliverance 
of his people, and there are certain similarities between the 1884 description and 
the 1858 description in Spiritual Gifts. The Lord still comes at midnight; the 
righteous are still mobbed by the wicked; but no mention is made of slaves or 
wicked masters. Had Christ come before 1884, the shackled slaves would have 
been alive to meet their deliverer, but conditions had changed.
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W h a t  if  S un d ay law s n ev er h ap p en  ? W o u ld  th a t m e a n  M rs. W h ite  w a s a  fa lse  

p ro p h e t ? S oun d  h e rm e n e u tics  say n o ! B e ca u se  ce rta in  d eta ils  o f  p ro p h e cy  a re  co n ­

d itio n a l, w e  c a n n o t e x p e c t th em  to  co m e  to  pass. S un d ay law s m ay  in d eed  be en ­

a cte d  —  but n o t n ecessarily . T h e  b ook  o f  R e v e la tio n  says th a t a time of trouble 
w ill su rely  co m e  u p on  th e  in h ab itan ts  o f  th e  e a rth . T h e  c ru x  o f  th e  g re a t  c o n tro ­

versy , h o w e v e r, is th e  a u th o rity  o f  G o d  v ersu s th e  a u th o rity  o f  m an . A s fo r  th e  d e­

ta ils , M rs. W h ite  says, " T h e  p rom ises an d  th re a te n in g s  o f  G o d  a re  a lik e  co n d i­
tio n a l .” 5

REFERENCES
1 / Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, 2 bks.
(Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald Publish 
ing Association 1958), bk. 1, pp. 67, 68.

2 /  White, Spiritual Gifts, 4 vols. (Washington,
D. C.: Review and Herald Publishing Associa­
tion, facsimile reproduction 1945), vol. 1, pp.
195, 196.

3 /  White, Spiritual Gifts, p. 201. 

4 /  White, Spiritual Gifts, p. 206. 

5 / White, Selected Messages, p. 67,

S P E C T R U M 1 9 7 4

90



Keeping Human Life Human

J A C K  W .  P R O V O N S H A 1

A  p re m a tu re  in fa n t g irl w as d eliv ered  to  P h y llis  O b e rn a u e r in th e  b ack  seat o f  th e  

fa m ily  ca r  en  ro u te  to  th e  h o sp ita l. O n ce  in th e  h o sp ita l, M rs . O b e rn a u e r w a s p e r­

p le x e d  b ecau se  th e  h o sp ita l staff an d  even  h e r o b ste tric ia n  seem ed  to  av o id  h er. 

F in a lly  c a m e  th e  cru sh in g  n e w s: th e  in fa n t h ad  m o n g o lism ,2 w ith  a  m a jo r  c a rd ia c  

a b n o rm a lity  an d  an  in testin al o b stru ctio n . T h e  o b stru ctio n  re q u ired  im m e d ia te  

su rg ica l in te rv e n tio n  if  th e  little  g ir l  w e re  to  su rvive. W h e n  in fo rm e d  o f  th e  co n ­

d itio n , th e  m o th e r  lo o k e d  ah e a d  to  th e  kin d  o f  life  th a t  lay  b e fo re  th is in fa n t an d  

m a d e  a  d ecision  sh e d id n ’t  th in k  h e rse lf  ca p a b le  o f  m a k in g : " L e t  th e  baby d ie .”

T h e  h o sp ita l staff w as h o rrified  by th e  m o th e r ’s a ttitu d e , an d  h e r w ish  w as n o t  

c a rrie d  o u t. T h e  lo ca l b u reau  o f  c h ild re n ’s serv ices o b ta in ed  a co u rt o rd e r  an d  

fo rc e d  th e  in testin al su rg ery . T w o  m o n th s la te r , M rs. O b e rn a u e r w as p resen ted  

w ith  a  live , still im p e rfe c t ch ild  an d  a m e d ica l and  su rg ica l b ill fo r  $ 4 ,0 0 0 .  She  

to o k  th e  in fa n t h o m e  w ith  g re a t  re lu cta n ce . M o n th s  la te r , a f te r  b ein g  te m p te d  on  

sev eral o ccasio n s to  end th e  c h ild ’s life , sh e w a s  still sayin g , " I f  th e re  w e re  a  p la c e  

w h e re  I co u ld  ta k e  th is ch ild  to d a y  an d  she w o u ld  be p u t to  sleep  p e rm a n e n tly , I 

w o u ld  d o  i t .” 3

A t  Jo h n s  H o p k in s  U n iv e rsity  H o sp ita l in  B a ltim o re , an  a lm o st id e n tica l b irth  

o ccu rre d . A g a in , th e  p a re n ts  refu se d  su rg ery . T h is  tim e , h o w e v e r, n o  co u rt o rd e r  

w a s o b ta in e d . F o r  fifteen  d ays th e  in fa n t su rvived . Its  b assin et, on  w h ich  h u n g  th e  

sign  "n o th in g  by m o u th ,” w a s  p la ce d  in a  d ark en ed  ro o m . D e h y d ra tio n  finally  

k illed  th e  ch ild  d u rin g  a  p e rio d  o f  a g o n y  fo r  p a re n ts , d o c to rs , an d  n urses.

W h ic h  so lu tio n  w as th e  c o rre c t  o n e  ?

D r . F ra n k  R . R u ff d escrib es a p a tie n t w h o  w as a d m itte d  to  th e  h o sp ita l w ith  an  

in o p e ra b le  b ow el m a lig n a n cy  th a t  h ad  m e ta sta siz e d  w id ely  th ro u g h  his body. 

N o th in g  sh o rt o f  a m ira c le  co u ld  save h im , b u t his d o c to rs  trie d . " O v e r  h is  tire d
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protests, they gave him x-ray therapy, chemotherapy, and other costly treatments. 
After several weeks they sent him home mentally exhausted, financially depleted, 
and physically only slightly improved. He died within a week. By the time his 
funeral was paid for, his death had left his wife virtually penniless.”4

Tony Gallo’s physical and mental symptoms were finally diagnosed as uremia 
from chronic kidney failure. His age and hypertension ruled out a kidney trans­
plant. He was placed on an artificial kidney machine that kept him alive but se­
verely restricted his activities. Side effects of the dialysis were severe generalized 
itching and (worse, from Tony’s standpoint) impotence. The family savings 
were quickly dissipated, and the Gallos remortgaged the house. Finally it was all 
getting to Tony. "W hy do I have to be around ? Why do I have to live like this ?” 
he would ask his wife daily. "I could see it if I were getting better.” Tippy Gallo 
could only say, "W e love having you around. W e want you forever.”

One day shortly after his wife’s birthday Tony decided he had had enough.
"He ripped the tubes from his arm and walked out of the treatment room, leav­
ing behind a trail of blood and shocked nurses. "His wife pleaded with him to go 
back on the machine, telling him it was a sin to give up. A parish priest begged 
him. His sons threatened to sit on his chest and legs while a nurse put him back 
on the machine. 'He just told me it wasn’t worth it any more. He wanted to die,’ 
his wife says. Tony stuck to his decision, and a week later he was dead.”5 Should 
he have been forced back on the dialysis machine ?

I received this letter from a tired old man: "W hat would you regard as a nat­
ural death ? Or is there no such thing ? . . .  I am eighty-seven years old, and I have 
been fighting off death all my life. Two years ago I fought off death from four 
kinds of urinary complaints, compaction, hardening of the arteries, chronic heart 
disease so severe that one attack left a lesion on my heart; and now I am in a life 
struggle with cancer. I have been on the operating table nine times; and I have 
also had two minor operations. My folks are terribly opposed to my treatments.
Hospitals and doctors have cost me $16,000___Because I have very little money
left, they have put me under guardianship as an incompetent. Now, if I had not 
taken those treatments (and they said I would die if I didn’t ) , wouldn’t that have 
been the same as committing suicide? And if I committed suicide, wouldn’t I lose 
eternal life ? I am so anxious to go home. Oh, Lord, won’t you please let up on me 
a little?”

An elderly mother wrote: "Dear Sons —  This letter is not a request; it is an 
order. I have tried to live with dignity, and I want to die the same way. If  my fate 
is such that I should become ill and unable to make a rational decision, you are 
hereby instructed to give the attending physician orders that he must not attempt 
to prolong my life by using extraordinary measures. If I am stricken with an ill-
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ness that is irreversible and am unable to speak, please speak for me. I want no 
surgery, no cobalt, no blood transfusions, and no intravenous feedings. Instead, 
please see to it that the physician gives me plenty of medication and sedatives.
This letter of instruction will relieve you of the burden of making the decision.
It is made. I have made it. My thanks and my love. Mother.”6

How would you have answered the tired old man ? Send him the mother’s letter 
to her sons perhaps ?

II

It is one of the ironies of our times that a wondrous technology has thrust upon 
us all kinds of new questions, or raised old questions in a variety of new ways at 
a time of diminished capacity to answer them. For many, the old certainties have 
disappeared —  certainties about the nature of right and wrong —  along with the 
social institutions (the family and the church) by which they were preserved and 
passed along from generation to generation. Never has man been faced with such 
difficult questions, yet possessing so little expertise by which to wrestle with them.

I do not propose in this brief presentation to outline what all of these ques­
tions are, nor to suggest, in any detail, methods for dealing with them. I have 
chosen, rather, to concentrate on one issue that seems to be escaping most bio- 
ethicians who are struggling with such matters these days.

First I should point out that bioethicians display great alacrity in discovering 
the questions. Across the land, at meetings where such matters are considered, 
everyone knows what are the dilemmas with which we are faced. But when it 
comes to finding answers, there is a remarkable level of disarray. One reason for 
this is that, although all agree that we are in difficulty (even agree somewhat as 
to the nature of the difficulty), there is little agreement on that for which we are 
really looking when we seek a way out of the difficulty. What is missing, in short, 
is a guiding norm, or value ideal, in relation to which the terms like right and 
wrong are meaningful.

This is surprising —  given the fact of our common cultural heritage. When 
pushed, men usually discover an underlying common system of values (at least 
in the Western world) that we all owe to our common Judeo-Christian back­
ground, and continue to owe even if not every one of us is willing to pay his debts.

In such a culture, if it is true to itself, the highest place (on a scale of earthly 
things we value) is given to personal human existence. Nothing in all of God’s 
earth is more important. In such a setting, all rules, customs, practices, statutes, or 
whatever, become valid and enduring precisely to the extent that they create, sup­
port, and enhance this highest value. M oral rules, in short, serve the purpose o f  
keeping human life  human. When Jesus said, "The Sabbath was made for man,
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and not man for the Sabbath,” he stated the case for all of the rules governing 
human behavior.

To say this is to say nothing very new or astonishing. And it is to say something 
regarding which there is an astonishing degree of unanimity —  whether one con­
ceives of the rules as divine revelations given to guide man toward fulfillment of 
the Creator’s intention for him (as I d o ), or in terms of the atheistic evolutionist’s 
observations concerning what behavior patterns foster the survival and develop­
ment of genus H o m o . That unanimity derives, I repeat, from our common value 
heritage.

When there is confusion, disagreement usually has to do with what the term 
h um an  means in the expression "keeping human life human.” It is at this point 
that those who consciously acknowledge their debt to their heritage will differ 
most sharply from those who do not. I submit that this is a point of some conse­
quence.

In the new technology, the questions themselves arise from the premises of our 
common heritage. Therefore, the best possibility of dealing with them must be 
found within the context of these premises. Since these are essentially Judeo- 
Christian questions, they therefore require Judeo-Christian (which is to say bib­
lically based) answers.

How does one define hum an  as over against merely animal in such a context ?
The Bible speaks of man’s having been created in God’s image as the unique 

quality of God’s creation. Ellen White captures the significance of this difference 
in the following words (thus incidentally stating the traditional case for the 
Judeo-Christian or biblical world view ). "Every human being, created in the 
image of God, is endowed with a power akin to that of the Creator —  individ­
uality, power to think and to do.” Then she goes on to outline the goal of created 
beings as that of developing their powers as "thinkers, and not mere reflectors of 
other men’s thought. . .  masters and not slaves of circumstances.”7

Inanimate things can be acted upon. Subhuman plant and animal life can be 
acted upon, and can react. Man shares with inanimate nature the capacity to be 
acted upon, and with subhuman life the additional capacity to react. But man 
shares only with God the power to act, to create, to initiate actions he did not 
have to initiate. Only man has this freedom, and thus only man of all earthly crea­
tures can be held accountable, that is, can be held responsible for his actions. It is 
this freedom that sets man apart from lesser animals and by definition renders 
him human. It is this capacity which in fact underlies the highest of all his abil­
ities —  that described by the love commandment. Such freedom involves a certain 
level of self-consciousness, a time sense, the ability to reason abstractly, and above 
all the ability to select between live options.
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If through disease or accident this volitional capacity is lost, man has ceased to 
be functionally human —  in which case life’s value diminishes proportionately. 
This altered value greatly conditions the amount of effort man would put into life 
preservation, particularly if that effort should logically better be expended else­
where. For example, in competition for existence —  and all that it implies both 
qualitatively and quantitatively —  it makes moral nonsense to allow what is sub­
human to take priority over human existence, or to compete with humanity in such 
a manner as to deprive it. If it came to such a choice, it would not be morally right 
to drain off technical or financial resources from children with human potential 
so as to satisfy the needs of functionally subhuman children. Fortunately this 
choice does not often face us.

It is even possible to develop a system of relative values giving guidance to our 
priorities in a situation of competing claims. Such a system would range upward 
from "thing” values at the bottom of the scale to personal values at the top, the 
ladder rungs in between arranged in the order of their proximity to, or resem­
blance to, the highest value —  human personal life.

In competition, what was higher on such a scale would take priority over the 
lower. A "living thing,” or even a potential human, would take a place subor­
dinate to the actual human —  as in the case of a fetus in competition with its 
mother’s "human” existence. (Notice, I said not just "existence,” or "life ,” but 
human existence —  in the sense of my earlier definition of human.) An abortion 
becomes justifiable in the presence of a real threat to a relative quality of the 
mother’s life —  not merely to life itself. In a choice between two actual persons 
competing for the same resources —  for example, a dialysis machine —  qualita­
tive factors (such as "what kind of life?” "how high upon the scale?”) must 
enter into the equation.

Making judgments involving the value of human life as over against subhuman 
existence may be facilitated in other ways. It makes moral nonsense, I repeat, to 
waste resources that are required elsewhere to prolong meaningless existence. If 
the human quality of existence has disappeared, heroics become inappropriate. 
There comes a time when it is morally necessary and right to "pull the plug” on 
empty "tissue survival.”

There remain questions, of course. Can a mere man (even one with an m .d . de­
gree) always be sure that the term "meaningless” applies —  and if so, precisely 
when ? And of course there are times when this is in doubt. Ought man to play 
God ? The fact is that there are times when he must (without developing illu­
sions, it is to be hoped). At times one has to make such judgments whether he 
wishes to or not. And he must make use of all the newer technical aids (such as 
electroencephalography and others) when he makes judgments.
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Ill

So far, we’ve probably said nothing novel or startling. But there is one element 
(missing in some discussions of this subject) that we might do well to consider.
Let me illustrate from a recent newspaper headline: “ t r i p l e  t r a n s p l a n t  d o ­

n o r  —  s l a y i n g  d i l e m m a . ” The case involved the transplant of the still beating 
heart of a victim of a shooting. The legal question concerned who actually killed 
the donor, the gunman or the transplant surgeons ? In the latter case, of course, the 
gunman could not be charged with murder (and presumably the doctors could).

This was not the first time a donor’s heart was taken while it was still pulsating 
(transplant people have coined a phrase “pulsatile cadaver”) , and of course tech­
nically the practice has much logic going for it. If the brain is dead (as tests indi­
cated in the case above), who cares over much that other organs are still function­
ing ? (It is probable that the transplant surgeon cares that they are still function-

ins )
Who cares ? I ’m going to suggest that perhaps it should be the concern of all of 

us. Cerebral death alone cannot constitute, at least at present, the sole criterion of 
death —  especially if we define cerebral in functional terms. Such death, at least 
in human terms, could occur in intrauterine and presumably “genetic” life. Thus, 
transplant surgeons could as easily use the hearts of institutionalized mental de­
fectives as those of victims of gunmen. Nuremberg clearly pointed out the dan­
gers down that road.

Donor subjects must not only be functionally dead (as far as their brains are 
concerned) —  they must m ean  dead in terms of what the larger community con­
siders evidence of death. Grandma who has suffered her final stroke and lies in an 
irreversible coma still m eans Grandma to her community. And until the changes 
can be rung on that meaning —  that is, until Grandma comes to mean corpse —  
she must be granted what is due her status. And she will m ean  dead only when 
what it takes to provide that meaning has occurred —  that is, when conventional 
signs of life have ceased and usually have been declared so by responsible people.

When we say something m eans something, we are referring to its symbolic 
value. And this is the chief point of my remarks. One of man’s features that dif­
ferentiates him from other animals is his capacity for utilizing symbols. This is 
the basis for his speech, abstract reasoning, and complex social organization. 
Symbols function for communication, but they also modify or reinforce attitudes. 
How one relates to the thing that m eans something else, the symbol, conditions 
his relation to the thing symbolized.

In terms of our present discussion, how one relates to what m eans human will 
condition in important ways one’s attitudes and sensitivities toward what is in
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fact human. Those institutionalized mental defectives mean human —  not merely 
animal —  even if in fact functionally they are not! Therefore we cannot exploit 
them as living organ banks, without endangering a crucial quality of our civiliza­
tion, indeed our very humanity. The same must be said for Grandma with her 
cardiovascular accident —  and, I might add, for unborn fetuses. If we are to pro­
tect our human sensitivities, we must be prepared also to treat with respect those 
symbolic individuals who are associated with the concept of humanity, but within 
the limits of a system of values that keeps human life human.

On that ladder scale of values ranging from inanimate things up to human 
persons, "symbolic humans," I think, should be placed somewhere just below po­
tential humans. But again, they should not be permitted to take priority over ac­
tual humans in competition for our limited resources. Mainly what symbolic hu­
mans have a right to expect from us is whatever is required to keep our human 
sensitivities intact. Usually that will not involve costly and elaborate heroics —  
rather, simple acts of care and compassion such as keep us human as well as pro­
vide for their ease.

The naturalist Edwin Way Teale makes an intriguing statement: "It is those 
who have compassion for all life who will best safeguard the life of man. Those 
who become aroused only when man is endangered become aroused too late."

It seems to me that this statement could also be made to read, "It is those who 
have compassion for what symbolizes human life who will best safeguard the ac­
tual life of man. For surely it is the case that if we lose such compassion, all of 
those fancy gadgets and devices (and the things they can do that have thrust the 
new questions upon us) will have become wasted effort. It will all simply cease 
to be worth the doing in the short as well as the long run.
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The Archimedean Principle

THOMAS J. ZWEMER

98
When the king summons a consultant to find the answer to a vexing problem, the 
consultant lives with the problem until he finds a proper solution or until he is re­
lieved of the task or his head. Such was the state in which Archimedes found him­
self when King Hiero II of Syracuse (Sicily) ordered him to determine whether 
the king’s newly commissioned crown was made of pure gold or whether, as the 
king suspected, it was alloyed with base metal. Naturally, the king stipulated that 
the crown not be mutilated in any manner.

Archimedes ate, slept, and bathed with the problem, and its consequences were 
heavy on his mind. While attempting to escape this pressure in a precursor of the 
European health spa, Archimedes noticed that his bulk displaced the waters of his 
bath until some spilled over the sides. From this observation he reasoned that he 
could put the crown in a basin filled with water and measure the amount of water 
that spilled. He could then repeat the exercise with an equal weight of pure gold. 
If the water spilled by the crown was either less or more than that spilled by the 
sample of pure gold, the crown was an alloy.

Archimedes became so excited by his discovery that he jumped from his bath 
and rushed from the spa, sans clothing, shouting, "Eureka!’’

Today when junior high school students test the truth of specific gravity and 
the principles of buoyancy, they are not led to a Roman bath nor are they in­
structed to streak, shouting Greek words. They are led to a laboratory and in­
structed to submerge in water various objects of known weight —  and then meas­
ure the displacement. The truth about specific gravity is that the weight of the 
body divided by the weight of an equal bulk of water is specific gravity. The evi­
dence for this truth is not found by observing the dress, gait, or vocabulary of 
men leaving health spas. It is found in the objective testing of the equation:

specific gravity =
weight of body 

weight of equal bulk of water
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Archimedes became excited and ran when he discovered that he understood 
the previously existent fact of specific gravity. Obviously he did not get excited 
and run in order to discover the truth about specific gravity.

So it is in spiritual matters. The test of one’s spiritual perception is not in char­
ismatic ventilation nor in the more unrestrained orders of emotional expression, 
though some persist in the premise that feeling, or the lack of it, is evidence of 
one’s spiritual condition. Those who are spiritually objective believe that truth 
exists regardless of human emotion or condition. How else could Abraham or Job 
or Christ prevail in faith ?

"I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded [not on the basis of my pres­
ent state or condition, but on the more than adequate preexisting evidence] that 
he is able” (2 Timothy 1 :12).

Spiritual objectivity admits to the Archimedean principle that truth can be ex­
citing and that its revelation and acceptance can evoke emotional response. But 
objectivity exposes as fallacious the popular current premise that the excitement 
of running or shouting can generate truth.

Thus, we are led to the question: What monumental truth is yet to be discov­
ered that will fit the description of the circumstances of many running to and fro, 
of angels flying through the midst of heaven, and of a loud cry going forth in the 
earth ?

Is the relationship between the everlasting gospel and the idea of a pre-advent 
judgment worth getting excited about ? What is the proper tension between law 
and gospel, between justice and mercy ? Are more than catechistic answers re­
quired in order to produce an Archimedean understanding and response ? Are 
there consequences to these questions worth our attention ? Do we live with the 
problem as those commissioned of an omnipotent King ? Or do we regard these 
matters of academic, casual, or episodic interest ? With what are we preoccupied ?

Y e shall seek me, and find me, when ye shall search fo r  me with all your heart 
(Jeremiah 29 :13 ).

W ill contemporary man be excited by the effect on his redemption that awaits 
his discovery of the covenant relationship between the godhead and himself ? W ill 
he avail himself of its benefits ? Until he perceives these, will not the running, the 
flying, and the shouting be vanity ?
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R E V I E W S

The Universe Revisited

DONALD E. HALL

TH E N EW  CONSCIOUSNESS IN SCIENCE AND RELIGION
By Harold K. Schilling

2 0 0  Philadelphia: United Church Press 1973 288 pp $7.95

One of the most significant features of recent scientific discovery has been a basic change, yet 
again, in our view of the universe. But the question is not now one of vastness in space or 
time, or of our not being centrally located.

Concepts of void and stasis were still basic after the Copernican revolution; they re­
mained strong well into the present century, although shaken by Hubble’s discovery of the 
expansion of the universe. Now these assumptions have been thoroughly undermined by 
observations of quasars and pulsars, as well as a long list of other phenomena of which the 
general public is less aware. (And may the awareness never again come via the obscenity of 
a television or electric-toothbrush manufacturer’s crass commercialization of an astronomer’s 
word!)

Thus, not only is the space between the stars not empty, but a variety of interesting and 
important processes are taking place there, as we have discovered by learning ways to use 
radio waves and other tools to determine these processes. One particularly striking example 
is the discovery of organic molecules in gaseous nebulae such as the one in Orion. Ethyl 
alcohol and methylamine are only the latest in a list of molecules (including amino-acid 
precursors) that form in these great clouds of dust and gas.

And the planets, stars, and galaxies themselves can no longer be pictured as quiet or con­
stant. W e have seen volcanoes on Mars, and great flares on the Sun; we have heard with our 
radio antennas great outbursts of noise from Jupiter, and incredible galactic explosions; we 
have seen the deaths of stars, and signs of their births as well. Every part of the universe is 
now seen as continually moving, throbbing, changing.

Furthermore, the entire cosmos now presents itself as dynamically evolving. The poetic 
thought that this indescribably complex and changing entity called the universe acts almost 
as if it were alive means a great deal to the astronomer now also. For one of the classical ap­
proaches to the understanding of "life” in biology has been to point out that here "the 
whole is more than the sum of the parts.” W e are not just collections of molecules or cells, 
but the relations among the various entities are all-important. So now the physicist can also 
point out that a crystal of salt has remarkable properties that the individual atoms do not
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possess except in potentiality, and the astronomer can marvel at how much more a galaxy is 
than a mere collection of stars.

All of this suggests an enrichment of our conceptions about our own place in this uni­
verse, about the importance of how we are related to other parts, both larger and smaller. 
May it cause in turn a further development of our apprehension of Divinity manifested in 
the richness of these relationships ?

Professor Schilling directs our thoughts to such questions, and presents some positive an­
swers of his own. His introductory chapters expound the possibility that qualitatively new 
consciousness and sensitivity are possible to modern man as he explores both scientific and 
religious questions. The great steps forward in modern science have been "not only addi­
tions to what man knows but changes in the way he knows, and in the way he feels about 
. . . the known and unknown ’ (p. 18) .

The bulk of the book is divided into two parts. The first presents "Insights of the New 
Scientific Consciousness." Here a number of important basic scientific discoveries are dis­
cussed nonmathematically, and less for their own intrinsic interest than for their philo­
sophical implications. The second part considers in this light "Insights of the New Religious 
Consciousness."

There is emphasis on "relationality," hierarchical structures of objects and phenomena, 
and the "depth dimension of reality." Dr. Schilling points out that this depth and structure 
are so rich that many physicists consider it not at all clear that nature is necessarily simple at 
the most basic level. Indeed, there may not even be any basic level; there may be no inner­
most nested box. The possibilities of matter, energy, life, mind, and spirit belonging to some 
sort of continuum are explored.

Many Adventists may find that they do not agree with all that Dr. Schilling says. But I 
hope that many others will enjoy the book as I have, for his thoughts are interesting and 
stimulating, and these are issues that need to be considered. It will add extra meaning for 
s p e c t r u m  readers to know that Dr. Schilling once taught for over a decade at Union Col­
lege (N ebraska). Since that time he has been professor of physics and dean of the graduate 
school at Pennsylvania State University. He has continued to teach and lecture since 1968, 
when emeritus was added to his titles.

This book will not be fast and easy reading, but then that is not what one would want or 
expect when grappling with such issues. There is careful thought here by one who has been 
at it a long time and who is well qualified to understand both the scientific and philosophical 
implications. It is worth the time and effort to ponder and absorb slowly what Schilling has 
to say.

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

101



A n Investigated Faith

MALCOLM M A X W ELL

GOD IS W IT H  US 
By Jack W . Provonsha
Washington, D. C.: Review and Herald Publishing Association 1974 

157 pp paperback only $3.50

Both style and content mark G o d  Is W ith  U s as an excellent piece of work. The author says 
some very important things on such basic theological issues as the meaning of God, the na­
ture of religious knowledge, the function of religious symbolism, the significance of God as 
Creator, the meaning of the Sabbath, the problem of evil and its solution, and the meaning 
of the Second Coming and events associated with it.

There are other books that cover somewhat the same ground, but few are written with 
such a clear grasp of the contemporary debate, on the one hand, and of the significant issues 
in the great controversy, on the other. The effort to get behind the mere statement of doc­
trine to its real significance makes this work unique —  and successful. It is not the author’s 
intention to deal exhaustively with every topic considered, but to share those insights he has 
gained from his own study and experience. In the preface he describes his book as "the con­
fession of one man’s faith. . . . But it is more than just a confession. It is also a rational in­
vestigation of that faith’’ (p. 5 ) .

Basic to the author’s approach is his conviction that "honest reason must ever be at work 
in the storehouse of belief, 'proving all things,’ testing, modifying,. . . scrutinizing what is 
old and criticizing all new experience so that one can achieve through it all a faith to live 
by’’ (p. 7 ) .  Since man’s "perception of truth . .  . will always be relative and partial,” be­
cause of the limitations of his experience, a "healthy openness is the only appropriate pos­
ture” in his search for truth. Furthermore, "all knowledge to some extent reflects the 
k n o w e r e v e n  "new ideas are never 'immaculately conceived.’ They always have a past.” 
Fortunately for man, "truth will arrive in time if one is honest,” for "honest reason does not 
walk alone, in view of the fact that God is also in search of man” (pp. 25-27) .

Because "human beings experience directly but a small segment of the total range of 
reality,” and because God must make himself known within this narrow spectrum, religious 
symbolism takes on an especially important function. Symbols are, as it were, "windows on 
reality” that "point” beyond themselves to something else. It is far more important, then, to 
ask of a symbol, W hat does it mean ? (to what does it point ? ) , than to ask, W hat is it ?
Here Provonsha draws a distinction between arbitrary "signs” and those "symbols” that not 
only point but also share certain qualities with the reality to which they refer. It is in this 
setting that the Sabbath is considered. "In choosing time rather than an object in space, God 
selected a true symbol of Himself,” for there is "something of God in the quality of time” 
(pp. 29, 30, 34) .

Man can come to God in at least three ways —  through nature, through God (where 
God in his mighty acts encounters m an ), and th ro u g h  m an  (for although man is but a
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partial image of God, to a certain extent it is still God that is beheld in m an ). One truth 
learned by looking at man is that God is good. "It is the human capacity for integrity, kind­
ness, and compassion that gives man access to these qualities in what is ultimately real. Some 
men might never know that God and His universe wear a friendly face if they had not seen 
the fact written on the face of some fellow human being." God has sometimes ("not often 
but sometimes") in view of special needs and circumstances chosen particular men through 
whom to work. They are chosen because they are for the moment the "best available avenues 
to God," and because "God loved the world and all the people in it, not merely the chosen 
few" (pp. 48, 56 -57 ).

The "central assertion" regarding God is that he is Creator. This truth "ties everything 
together. Every part of the universe is in some way related to every other part through God, 
who is its unifying principle. There is no radical. .  . separation between independent levels 
of reality." All things, including "those amazing continuities, the electromagnetic spectrum 
and the periodic table, are visions of G od! Man may yet be in for many surprises in his 
exploration of the universe, but not in for discontinuities! W hat he finds will fit into what 
he has found —  because God is one” (p. 6 2 ) .

Further, being the Creator of all implies that God is a person. "H e initiates events that 
do not depend on what went before. He creates ex nihilo, out of nothing. And to say this, is 
to imply that God is personal, since the free act is the highest expression of personality."
The biblical message is "above all else about a God who is personal." Again, to say that 
"God is Creator" is to say that "H e is good," for "to create is, by definition, to do something 
good. . . .  To take Creation seriously means to discover in every material reality, whether 
personal or social, an object of legitimate concern" (pp. 64-65) .

W ith God, as with nature, there is "growth, development, freedom," and, with all this, 
change, for there are two elements present in G od: "His character, and His activity in rela­
tion to creaturely actions." Here is change in the changeless, for love (God’s character) must 
be "acted out in the midst of change" and thus cannot be "rigid and insensitive in its ap­
plication. The most loving act in one set of circumstances may not be the most loving act in 
quite a different one. To be loving, an action must always be appropriate to the needs of the 
moment" (pp. 7 4 -7 5 ).

Miracles and other "supernatural" phenomena are dealt with in a similar way. The Bible 
shows God to be "not outside of nature as its invader, but within it as Creator and U p­
holder. Nature’s laws, properly understood, are divine laws . . . the appearance of the un­
usual signals, not the suspension of law and order, but their operation at a new dimension" 
(pp. 84-85) . Even the familiar distinction between sacred and profane must be understood 
in the context of the oneness of God. "If what God does reflects His sacred character and 
purpose, all of creation is sacred —  even the professions. There are no intrinsically secular 
or profane callings; there are only secular or profane men in them” —  provided, of course, 
"the callings are related to the Creation" (p. 9 3 ) .

If God is "one, and good," how can one account for evil ? The answer involves the rec­
ognition that "God establishes goodness by allowing the alternative to have its day and thus 
to unmask and destroy itself." This requires that God not "interfere beyond certain limits 
—  even if it hurts. God’s ultimate will must take priority over His immediate empathetic 
identification with the sufferer." This is why "most of the time God keeps His hands off" 
and why "the innocent suffers with the guilty." No one, however, need suffer alone. "On
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the cross God pulled back the curtains and showed us what was always so. God is on the 
cross in the world’s tragedy and in every little individual share of it” (pp. 111 -113 ). 
Throughout, "God is with us.” But what about the scriptural views of God that seem to be 
contradictory? It is suggested that some symbols may be "inadequately drawn” and may re­
quire the clarification of further information. If in fact "Jesus is the clearest open window on 
God that we possess, every other window is simply obscured by darker glass” (p. 1 0 4 ).

The essence of sin is distrust. Both Eve and Lucifer perceived their creatureliness as "in­
hibition or deprivation rather than the basis of meaningful existence.” In this way they 
called the trustworthiness of God into question, reasoning that he did not have his creatures* 
best interest at heart. Of course, "one who cannot trust God is left to his own resources, 
which is roughly what the human story has been all about” (p. 1 1 6 ).

As sin started in distrust of God, so also "the first step in reconciliation” is the "reestab­
lishment of trust on the part of the creature through a demonstration of the utter depend­
ability of the Creator —  that He has the creature’s best interest at heart.” The gospel ("good  
news” ) concerns the fact that man’s sin did not alienate God —  it alienated man. The prob­
lem is, how can a person accept such good news ? Here God must help us, and he does so in 
part by letting us "in on the action.. . .  Serving others is a legitimate way to cope with feel­
ings of meaninglessness and self-disesteem.” In addition there are "symbolic aids” to faith, 
such as the Sabbath, tithes and offerings, baptism, and the communion meal. The most im­
portant of these aids finds its model in the Old Testament Day of Atonement and with it 
the New Testament "cosmic conception of the process in which Jesus is both the slain 
animal —  the Lamb of God —  and the high priest” (pp. 128, 130-132) .

Ultimately consummated is "the atonement —  first in a presence and then finally in a 
place” (p. 135 ) .  Belief in the Second Coming of Christ has suffered, however —  first be­
cause of its long delay and then because of "changed world view that has rendered a literal 
event incredible to many.” Here it must be recalled that the Second Coming constitutes "not 
a description of the time-space limitations of the one who comes (god) but of those of the 
man to whom He comes. God who is already with us 'comes’ for man’s sake, so that man can 
experience that fact more fully. The Second Coming is another example of the W ord being 
made flesh, of God’s communication with man on man’s terms, in man’s language.” Also, 
the Second Coming makes clear once again that "things of the body —  matter, energy, 
space, time —  are not meaningless to God.” Man "is taken to a place appropriate to his 
space-time creatureliness.” God is interested "in redeeming and renovating this time-space 
frame that men call history —  not in destroying it” (pp. 138-144) .  Admittedly descriptions 
of heaven are not quite what modern man would think of, but these descriptions are of what 
men in other times and places dreamed, for "all descriptions of an unexperienced reality can 
only project what has been experienced” (p. 152 ) .

Such an articulate and well-reasoned presentation of Adventist thinking provides a most 
desirable alternative to other approaches exerting influence today. Undoubtedly the book 
will stimulate many questions and much discussion (it already h as), but this is one of its 
virtues. The author’s posture is wholly positive; throughout, he leaves little doubt about his 
own admiration for and commitment to this wonderful God who is with us. "Having God 
with us,” he declares, "makes everything new and different,” including "our own under­
standing about truth and about God. Whenever God, not man’s projected illusions, really 
appears among men, He is perceived as friendly, compassionate, and gracious” (p. 156) .
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Let me . . .  suggest two topics that seem 
worth being developed for s p e c t r u m  b y  

competent scholars.
First, the sociological, historical, and po­

litical background of Ellen G. White as ex­
pressed in her writings. Some of her state­
ments, opinions, advice, and messages seem 
to represent lower middle-class New Eng­
land prejudice against and jealousy of upper 
ranks. (I gained this impression from read­
ing about the Civil W ar in Testimonies for 
the Church, volume 1, pages 253 If., and 
from her rather ingenuous suggestions in 
The Ministry of Healing for solving the 
problems of the lower classes in the early 
North American industrialization.)

Carl Amery, in Die Kapitulation oder: 
Deutscher Katholozismus heute [ The Capi­
tulation or: German Catholicism Today'], 
which he wrote about ten years ago, pro­
moted the term Milieukatholizismus. This 
term, which can easily be applied to the Ad­
ventist church in both Germany and Austria 
(the situation differs in these countries), 
gives a better understanding of events and 
reactions that otherwise would be misunder­
stood or misinterpreted. Studies that would 
elucidate the circumstances around Mrs. 
White might contribute to understanding 
her.

Also, a topic already suggested by another 
reader of s p e c t r u m  —  the illumination of 
the medical profession in Mrs. W hite’s time 
—  has scarcely been made clear yet. From 
random information I have here in Europe,
I conclude that some astonishing items 
stressed as examples of her supranatural 
foreknowledge are, rather, really the form­
ing of legends by the White Estate —  inas­
much as Mrs. W hite does not have prior 
temporality.

W hat can be found in the writings of 
Jackson, Trail, Coles, Shew, Graham, Al- 
cott, Horace Mann, Gunn, and others ?

These names are drawn from Dores E. Rob­
inson’s The Story of Our Health Message 
[Nashville: Southern Publishing Associa­
tion 1943 ]. W hat influence and extension 
did the ideas of Cotton Mather have? W hat 
about Sweetser and his Mental Hygiene ? 
W hat about Henry Maudsley?

The basic principles of Ellen W hite’s 
writings on health seem to me to be in close 
relationship to Naturheikunde, a lay move­
ment out of the late decades of the nine­
teenth century, continuing the ideas of the 
era of Romantic medicine especially in Ger­
many. Did this movement have an influence 
in the United States ? W hat about mesmer­
ism and phrenology (against which Mrs. 
White spoke a warning —  and surely had 
reason for it —  at a time in the United States 
when it was no longer of actual interest in 
Europe) ?

It is not too difficult for me to draw quo­
tations out of both professional and lay 
medical literature of the nineteenth century 
here in Europe to show that much of Mrs. 
W hite’s writing on medicine deals with 
ideas more or less commonly known to be 
contemporary with or antecedent to her. It 
would be of value to illuminate the fact of 
their presence in her surroundings, but such 
a study is practically impossible for someone 
outside the USA to do.

GERHARD SVRCEK-SEILER 
Vienna, Austria

Tuland gives a false impression [ s p e c t r u m  

5 ( 4 ) :  16-24 1973] when he tells us that the 
[original basis for] the noncombatant prin­
ciple in the Adventist church was the sixth 
commandment but does not clarify the [sub­
sequent basis determined for] this principle 
before W orld W ar II.

He points out, and I agree, that kill and 
murder are not the same. He refers to kill-
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ing in military combat under a theocracy. 
However, he fails to point out New Testa­
ment texts (after theocracy) that shed light 
on killing in military service (e.g., John 18: 
36, Luke 9:56,  and 1 John 4 : 1 7 ) .

I was an instructor in the Medical Cadet 
Corps twenty-five years ago. W e used mate­
rial (prepared by Carlyle B. Haynes) mak­
ing very clear the basis of the noncombatant 
position (not based on the sixth command­
ment, as I have indicated) and also making 
clear that "each man must seek his own way 
—  with his God," as Tuland says.

Chapter 11 of Haynes’ booklet says: "He 
is bound to use every means to enlighten his 
conscience. . . . Nevertheless it remains true 
that whatever a man’s conscience may be 
and in whatever condition it is, it remains 
his sole moral guide to conduct. . . .  It is 
what he himself understands and believes 
that must guide him.’’*

MILO V. ANDERSON  
Pacific LTnion College

* Basic Principles of Noncombatancy as H eld by 
Seventh-day Adventists 1950 (a mimeographed 
booklet prepared by Carlyle B. Haynes, secretary 
of the W ar Service Commission of Seventh-day 
Adventists).

I w a n t  to  c o n t in u e  r e c e i v in g  s p e c t r u m  f o r  

a t  le a s t  a n o th e r  y e a r ,  i f  I s h o u ld  liv e  so  lo n g  

( l a m  a lr e a d y  p a s t  m y  e ig h ty -s ix th  b i r th d a y  

a n n i v e r s a r y ) .

For years I have been wondering how 
long it will be before some wise person will 
use the columns of s p e c t r u m  to deal with 
such subjects as are obviously handled in 
the King James Version of the Bible differ­
ently from most other English versions, es­
pecially the New English Bible. There are at 
least two good reasons why we should re­
gard this [latter] version as being closer to 
the original text in meaning than any other 
version. First, the people doing the transla­
tion were superior scholars in the original 
languages of the Bible. Second, they had 
access to manuscripts considerably earlier 
than those used by the translators of the 
King James Version.

I shall mention only two [passages] that 
have given me trouble.

First, the King James Version is the only 
one I have examined that speaks of the 
"cleansing” of the sanctuary in Daniel 8:
14. Most other versions, including even the 
Revised Standard Version, carry the idea of 
restoring the sanctuary to the position from 
which it had been "cast down.’’

Second, the only place in the Bible, in­
cluding the King James Version, where the 
expression spirit of prophecy is used is in 
Revelation 19 : 10. True, it occurs there in 
the Revised Standard Version; but there is 
no capitalization to indicate that the word 
"spirit” has any other than the common 
meaning. In most other versions —  that is, 
English versions —  that I have examined, 
the rendering does not indicate any special 
time at which another inspired prophet is to 
appear —  but rather that everybody who 
testifies of Jesus has the same spirit that in­
spired the prophets.

HUBERT O. SW ARTOUT  
Thousand Oaks, California

The discussion of Genesis genealogies by 
Lawrence T. Geraty in s p e c t r u m  [volume 
6, numbers 1-2, pages 5-18, 1974]  provides 
a helpful understanding of the line-of-de- 
scent tabulations that are found in the Bible. 
There are some aspects of this discussion 
that deserve additional elaboration.

At the top of page 8 it is stated that writ­
ten records of ancient civilizations "in some 
cases extend as far back as about 3000 B.c.” 
Whether intended so by the author or not, 
the implication is that there is incontroverti­
ble evidence for discrediting the obvious 
chronological implications of the numerical 
data given in Genesis 11. The uninformed 
reader could have been cautioned at this 
point that the 3000 B.c. stipulation is an 
estimate based on the current fashion for re­
constructing the early development of civili­
zation, and is not a matter of clearly attested 
historical record.

Eventually the reader is told on page 9
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that "the earliest fixed calendrical date in 
human history" is 1991 B.C., plus or minus 
possibly ten years. The speculative nature of 
the current model for human history during 
the third millennium B.C. should be fully 
understood before [one proceeds on the pre­
sumption that this model] precludes the 
conclusions believers in the Pentateuch have 
reached for over 3,000 years before the ap­
pearance of modern scientific viewpoints.

On page 11 [the suggestion is] that the 
correct relationship of Japheth, Ham, and 
Shem could not be determined from 1 
Chronicles without the aid of Genesis. The 
data in 1 Chronicles 1:5-23 seem to provide 
an adequate explanation of verse 4 without 
recourse to Genesis.

That Genesis 5 and 11 do not provide the 
usual genealogic table seems obvious from 
the inclusion of time data. In what better 
way could the [Genesis writer] indicate 
that he was not providing the usual line-of- 
descent tabulation that listed only the most 
illustrious names, or was abbreviated for 
mnemonic purposes. In these disputed pas­
sages of Scripture the authors (Moses, and 
the Holy Spirit as the primary Author) seem 
to have provided three significant sets of in­
formation with a minimum number of 
words: (a) line-of-descent data, (b )  pre­
cise data on the degeneracy that occurred 
in the human race following the Flood, and 
(r )  stipulation concerning the duration of 
two important periods in human history. 
The chronological stipulations would prob­
ably be even less credible to the modern 
mind, and would have been more suscepti­
ble to corruption by copyists and translators, 
if they had been presented in one concise 
total-span-of-years statement.

On page 13 one encounters the statement 
"Whatever the reason for the numbers, it 
cannot have been chronological." By what 
insight does [Geraty] have the authority to 
say cannot ? One might grant him the priv­
ilege of saying "may not." On the authority 
with which Ellen White spoke to the 
church, we have been informed that "the 
Bible with its precious gems of truth was

not written for the scholar alone. On the 
contrary, it was designed for the common 
people; and the interpretation given by the 
common people, when aided by the Holy 
Spirit, accords best with the truth as it is in 
Jesus."* Dedicated readers who have sought 
the aid of the Holy Spirit in finding the un­
derstanding and relationships which God’s 
Word has been provided to establish have 
concluded for more than three millenniums 
that a chronological intent is a prominent 
feature of Genesis 5 and 11.

If these chapters are intended to give only 
a conspectus of selected individual lives, 
why is the age at birth of the named son in­
cluded ? There is no specification that the 
next-named descendant was the firstborn 
son. It is highly improbable, in fact, that 
Noah had no sons before he was 500 years 
old. Furthermore, Noah and Terah proba­
bly each had more than three sons. Children 
born of a given individual are evidently se­
lected for their importance in the subse­
quent narrative and listed in order of im­
portance rather than in order of birth.

As for the statement "the insertion of the 
numbers does not change in the least the 
character of the Genesis genealogies" (page 
13) ,  I am constrained to ask, "How could 
one more clearly and more definitely specify 
that these disputed passages are not to be 
treated in accord with standard genealogical 
practice?"

Geraty relies heavily on argument from 
silence. The hazard in doing this needs no 
elaboration. The lack of a cumulative total 
for the data presented in Genesis 5 or 11 is 
not evidence that Moses considered a sum­
mation of these data to be unjustified or un­
intended.

The lack of specific reference to commu­
nication between Abraham and his ancestors 
as far back as Shem is no proof that such 
communication did not exist. The book of 
Genesis provides a highly abbreviated ac­
count. The data it does supply seem to have 
been presented with intent to show that 
Abraham was contemporary with Terah, 
Serug, Reu, Eber, Salah, Arphaxad, and
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Shem, particularly the latter. In several com­
ments Ellen White clearly implies, although 
she does not explicitly so state, that Abra­
ham communicated with Shem (presumably 
before he left Chaldea).

The statement on page 15 that "the whole 
impression of the Abraham narrative is that 
the days of the Flood belong to a geological 
event long past and that the actors in it had 
died ages before" is in accord with modern 
viewpoints in anthropology, archaeology, 
and geology. But it would be difficult to ar­
gue that this statement describes the impres­
sion that has been gained by the vast ma­
jority of those who have been acquainted 
with the Genesis narrative since it was first 
written, or even by the majority of those 
who read it today. If one omits chapter 11, 
an important part of the Abraham narrative, 
the strongest evidence regarding a chrono­
logical setting in respect to the Flood that 
can be found in chapters 12-25 is silence. 
W hat more can be expected in view of the 
treatment with which the author begins the 
Abraham narrative in chapter 11?

In his conclusion Geraty states that "our 
present knowledge of human civilization in 
the ancient Near East apparently goes back 
(at Jericho, for instance) to the seventh 
millennium B.c." The speculative nature of 
the assumptions that underlie a presump­
tion that there has been more than 6,000  
years of human history between the Flood 
and the birth of Christ is only lightly allud­
ed to by the term "apparently." In language 
that could scarcely be more plain, Moses 
(who lived 3,500 years closer than modern 
scholars to the early Middle Eastern civiliza­
tion) indicates that the assumptions in­
volved in this estimate may legitimately be 
called into question.

Those who are concerned as to how the 
speculations of modern antiquarians should 
be weighted against the apparent intent of 
Moses in Genesis 5 and 11 may be benefited 
by the last statement made in Geraty’s paper 
(by way of footnote number 21) that "it 
seems clear that as yet they [scientists and 
archaeologists] can make no definitive esti­
mate of this time period."

I am well aware of the apparently insu­
perable problems present-day understanding 
of radiometric age data, ancient texts, ar­
chaeological sites, and geological evidence 
offers to a chronology based on the most ob­
vious intent of the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis. I am confident that some of these 
problems will be resolved before the gospel 
witness is completed.

But I do not expect many of them will be 
understood adequately until we have op­
portunity to talk with individuals who lived 
during the times in question. The best we 
can do at present is to find the balance be­
tween the weight of evidence, both internal 
and external, supporting the testimony of 
Scripture and the hard facts related to cur­
rent speculations regarding ancient chron­
ology. One should also find the balance be­
tween the implications and the possible con­
sequences of retaining or rejecting the "ob­
vious intent" of the chronological data in 
Genesis.

ROBERT H. BROW N, Director 
Geoscience Refearch Institute 

Andrews University
* Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church, 9 
vols. (Mountain View, California: Pacific Press 
Publishing Association 1948), vol. 5, p. 331.
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