
Edward Vick’s 
Passion for 
Theology
by Ron Walden

The following is the first in a projected series 
o f articles on Seventh-day Adventist theologians 
which will appear at irregular intervals in the 
pages o f SPECTRUM. The series marks an attempt 
to encourage theological reflection by taking the 
work of theologians seriously.

The Editors

Edward W. H. Vick is an 
unusual figure among 

Seventh-day Adventist theologians because he 
has worked out his theological interests in a 
more exacting and consistent fashion than his 
teachers or contemporaries within the denom
ination. This article is devoted to an exposition 
and analysis of Vick’s published works. It will 
try to report what his interests are, to trace 
certain themes that bind them together, to 
situate Vick’s work within the development of 
Adventist theology, and to isolate those features 
of his work which seem most promising.

For Adventists, at least, the main novelty of 
Vick’s writings is methodological. The positions 
he takes on the issues, though often refreshing, 
are less interesting than the reasons he takes 
them. His innovations may be considered by
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reference to the concepts “ theology,” “ system,” 
and “ context.”

First, theology. Seventh-day Adventism has 
come late to this discipline, at least in its re
stricted sense. Most doctorates held by Advent
ists in the broad field of religion have been 
earned since World War II. Adventist doctorates 
in theology are more recent still; Vick’s own, 
which was one of the first, was finished in 1965. 
When Bible teachers from Adventist colleges first 
began earning doctorates in the 1940s, occasion
ally in spite of the objections of their adminis
trators, they did not usually pick a directly 
theological field. A more typical choice was 
speech. When they did turn to the general area 
o f religious studies, it was more likely an histor
ical field (such as Church History, or Ancient 
Near Eastern History, or New Testament and 
Christian Origins) which attracted them rather 
than doctrinal or systematic theology. That is 
why it is only now, in the late 1970s, that Ad
ventist theology has developed enough to per
mit a series such as the one in which this article 
appears.

This is not to suggest that the church had no 
doctrines, or no clear thinking about them, 
before the arrival of academically trained theolo
gians. Nor does it mean that there was no vital
ity to Adventist religion before Adventists got 
doctorates in “ religion.” The point here is 
simply that theology is an intellectual (and reli-
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gious) discipline with an academic tradition of 
its own; that it has developed certain standards 
which teaching or writing must meet before it 
can be called theology; and that Seventh-day 
Adventists have more or less ignored theology in 
this restricted sense until about 20 years ago.

Some Adventist scholars in religion were 
trained and active in fields other than theology, 
however. An early favorite was biblical studies. 
The distinction between biblical studies and 
theology is easier to use than to state, and is 
always clearer in theory than in practice. Briefly, 
when scholars in Christian studies speak of 
theology, whether systematic, doctrinal, or dog

matic, they mean the constructive and synthetic 
discipline which makes proposals about Chris
tian faith today, as opposed to the descriptive 
and analytical activity which investigates the 
Christian past. The first is “ theology” ; the 
second, depending on the period or collection of 
documents studied, is “ church history” or “ New 
Testament” or “ history of Christian doctrine.” 

Both theologians and biblical scholars are 
concerned with the text of the Bible; but bibli
cal scholars ask what it meant, while theologians 
ask what it means. Both theologians and histo
rians of doctrine consider the Christian tradi
tion; but historians describe it while theologians
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advance it. Of course, in real life there is almost 
no scholar who is exclusively one or the other. 
Historians do effectively advance the tradition, 
and biblical scholars do wonder what the text 
means now, while theologians do make historical 
judgments as well. The distinctions are con
ceptual, not personal.

Considered in the light of these distinctions, 
though, Edward Vick is a theologian, one of 
Adventism’s first. It is intriguing to compare his 
development with that of the church’s scholar
ship as a whole. His M.A. thesis,1 written at the 
old Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary 
in Washington, was presented not to the depart
ment of theology, but to the department of 
biblical Greek. With the exception of one chap
ter, it is devoted to a word study of the biblical 
words for “ power,” especially in the expression 
“ the power of God.” It shows that when Vick 
turned to scholarship as a young man, he, like 
the church as a whole, began with an historical 
field, and with biblical studies in particular. But 
the motives that drove him were profoundly 
theological, as were the church’s own.

A word study is an effort to trace the chang
ing nuances of a word through the variety of its

‘ The E ssays were a salvo fired in 
a deadly serious war. Vick saw 
theology and the theological 
seminary as beleaguered 
institutions in the 
Adventist church, in need of the 
most vigorous possible defense.”

contexts. In biblical studies, this effort may lead 
one at a gallop through many centuries and 
many styles of literature, for the biblical docu
ments exhibit no unity of period or genre, what
ever one may say about their unity of doctrine. 
And if for comparative purposes one adds 
ancient, classical and Hellenistic usages of the 
biblical word, the situation becomes even more 
complex. In recent decades, doubts have arisen 
about the usefulness of the whole word-study 
technique, but we cannot hold Vick responsible 
for ignoring them. Understandably, word studies

seemed very promising to the Adventist biblical 
scholars who taught Vick (e.g., Lohsbe). The 
curriculum in “ Bible” which Adventist schools 
had offered was rich in the approaches typified 
by Smith’s Daniel and the Revelation,2 in which 
biblical apocalyptic is laid alongside secular 
history, or by Bible Readings for the Home 
Circle,3 in which a fragment of the Bible is laid 
alongside another fragment on the same topic. 
In both cases, one ranges far and wide through 
the varied parts o f Scripture, in a curious appli
cation of the maxim “ Line upon line, precept 
upon precept, here a little and there a little” 
(Isaiah 28:10,13).

W ith this evangelistic 
• background, Adventist 

seminary teachers came to the non-Adventist 
biblical scholarship of the period 1920-1960 and 
found a natural affinity with such works as 
Kittel’s monumental Theological Word Book o f  
the New Testament.4 These works, like the 
sermons of Adventist evangelists, moved freely 
among the different parts of the Bible in an 
effort to find the meaning of a word, or at least 
to catalogue the variety of its meanings. The use 
of the technique on the Greek or Hebrew word 
for “ spirit,” for example, might help to establish 
the Adventist position on the state of the dead. 
Or close attention to the expression “ forever 
and ever” might demonstrate that the fires of 
hell will one day be quenched after all. So the 
word-study technique seemed to lend scholarly 
respectability to the concerns that already agi
tated Adventist scholars.

Adventist scholarship, then, was driven to 
biblical studies in the 1950s by motives that 
were at least doctrinal, even if they were not 
“ theological” in the strict sense. Vick came to 
biblical studies for much the same reasons, but 
even his choice of a word to study set him apart 
from his teachers. In his master’s thesis, he set
tled on the expression “the power of God,” 
which in Hellenistic Greek serves as a technical 
term for a miracle, and he thereby took on one 
of the knottiest problems in the philosophy of 
religion since the rise of the modern natural 
sciences in the seventeenth century. Already, as 
a seminarian, he was concerned with modern prob
lems that exceeded the boundaries of Advent
ism, problems shared by all Christians, which 
could not be solved by the normal Adventist
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“ Bible doctrines” approach. He was on his way 
to becoming a theologian.

Two-thirds of the thesis is devoted to a cata
logue, in word-study fashion, of the uses of the 
expression “ power” in the Old Testament, class
ical Greek and the Septuagent, and an analysis of 
its New Testament uses, with a passing glance at 
the terms for “ sign” in the fourth Gospel. Yet 
Vick’s real aims are stated in the first paragraphs 
of the introduction. There he says that one of 
the purposes of the thesis is “ . . .to demonstrate 
that a belief in miracles is not inconsistent with 
the demands of reason, but rather that it illumi
nates the meaning of the universe” (p. 1). The 
final chapter of the thesis, on “ The Laws of 
Nature,” seeks to fulfill the philosophical prom
ise stated here, that “ the demands of reason” 
will be satisfied. It is perhaps too ambitious, but 
it is much the most interesting passage in the 
work. And it is theology.

By the time that Vick began teaching in the 
seminary, his interest in theology was mature. In 
a short book of Theological Essays,5 published 
in mimeographed form in 1965, he wrote the 
most passionately argued and best articulated 
apology for theological education ever offered 
by an Adventist. By “ theological education” 
Vick meant ministerial training centered around 
systematic theology. The collection of Essays 
has two main goals, defending the seminary and 
defining systematic theology.6

As the next section will suggest, three of the 
articles in the book, taken together, are a good 
starting place for the general reader curious 
about theology. Though I suspect Vick has 
modified his views since he wrote them, the 
Theological Essays are still the best description 
by an Adventist of the craft of systematic theol
ogy·

For Vick, however, they were not simply an 
introduction to theology for the idly curious, 
but a salvo fired in a deadly serious war. He saw 
theology and the theological seminary as belea
guered institutions in the Adventist church (as 
indeed they still are), in need of'the most vig
orous possible defense. In the first of the Essays, 
“ A Plea for Theological Seriousness” (reprinted 
from Ministry), and in the second, “ Is the Theol
ogical Seminary Necessary?” (originally a 
sermon in seminary chapel), Vick reminds his 
readers that ignorance is not piety, that hard 
thinking is indispensable, that especially in the

pulpit the alternative to good theology is not no 
theology but bad theology, and that the world is 
changing. All obvious points, but unfortunately 
ones that needed to be made.

Vick evidently saw these papers and the rest 
of his work as an Adventist scholar and teacher 
as part of an important job in the church. He 
had great hopes for theology. Apart from taming 
the anti-intellectual excesses of his students, he 
hoped it would produce a greater coherence and 
power in Adventist preaching, provide a reason
able, integrated, satisfying set of motives for 
Adventist life, and generally result in better 
ministers, better Christians and better people.

V ick’s sustained interest 
in the coherence and 

integration of theology make him the most 
“ systematic” theologian in the church. In the 
Essays, he not only defends the seminary but 
also defines what he thinks should be the center 
of its curriculum, namely, systematic theology. 
His view of the discipline owes a great deal to 
the speculative tradition in occidential philoso-
phy·

From the time Aristotle discovered logic until 
the twentieth century, western philosophy has 
purported to offer descriptions of the world: 
value-neutral, general, true, interconnected prop
ositions in the indicative. That is why, at the 
beginning of the modern period, philosophy 
could give birth to the various natural sciences, 
which are themselves systematic descriptions of 
aspects of the world. Philosophy might have 
come to resemble contrasting kinds of human 
discourse—poetry, laws, rituals, stories, gram
mar, prayers, riddles, or epigrams. Instead, it sets 
out to offer information.

The remarkable thing is that theology has also 
tried to offer a set of descriptions, but of a dif
ferent range of objects, such as God, the 
universe as creation, human nature, angels, and 
the like, and from a different “ source of knowl
edge,” revelation. In this context, the Bible is 
sometimes seen as a long but somewhat unsys
tematic string of true sentences, and inspiration 
as the divine guarantee that they are true. Then 
it is the business of theology to reorganize the 
information in Scripture, highlighting those fea
tures to which the age must attend. This is the 
vision of systematic theology which dominates 
in the systematics department at the seminary
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today. While Vick’s view is more subtle, even in 
his earlier works, and while his ideas on this 
point have changed dramatically judging by the 
most recent evidence, some such notion is pres
ent in the Essays as well.

The picture of theology which emerges from 
the articles on “ Theological Methodology” and 
“ A Definition of the Concept of Systematic 
Theology” has many o f the systematic, indicative 
features of western philosophy. Here Vick 
defines systematic theology as “ that genre of 
theological production which relates the data of 
the Christian theological tradition organically on 
a comprehensive scale, by means of isolable prin
ciples of unity” (p. 36). Among the criteria men
tioned here or expanded elsewhere in the Essays, 
three in particular recall the speculative tradition 
in philosophy. The first criterion is complete
ness: “ System is the comprehensiveness of 
organic unity” (p. 40). It is essential “ to see the 
thing whole” ; no Christian affirmation can be 
omitted from the system. Systematic theology is 
not a mere listing of the propositions, however, 
but a coordinated and interrelated set of prop
ositions. So another criterion is unity, which is 
brought about by some principle which above all 
other features distinguishes theological systems 
from one another. The next is relevance (pp. 
27-28); systematic theology relates the different 
aspects of the faith not only among themselves 
but also to the “whole of life,” in a given historical 
situation. Thus far, the criteria resemble the 
familiar standards of speculative philosophy, 
such as clarity, adequacy and coherence.

A remaining criterion, orthodoxy, introduces 
the specifically Christian element in the enter
prise. Vick’s definition deals with “ the data of 
the Christian theological tradition” and requires 
that they be related “ organically,” without 
heretical distortion. The norms which insure 
orthodoxy are the usual ones of Scripture, the 
Christian past and the judgment of the contem
porary church (p. 27).

To date, Vick has written 
no systematic theology, 

so we cannot tell exactly how he would fulfill the 
programmatic prescriptions given in the Essays. 
His longest book, however, shows another side 
of his interest in systematic theology. It is not 
designed for an academic readership, but for 
ministers and educated laymen who want an

introduction to academic theology. The title, 
Let Me Assure You, with the subtitle, Of Grace, 
o f Forgiveness, o f Freedom, o f Fellowship, o f  
Hope,1 hints at some of the pastoral warmth of 
the book. Here is a man who believes that doc
trinal theology has something comforting to say 
to ordinary people, and that high intellectual 
standards make it more comforting, not less. To 
my knowledge, it is the best book specifically 
designed to explain some of the classical catego
ries and distinctions of systematic theology ever 
published by an Adventist press.

Vick does not try to cover ail the divisions of 
the theological system, but limits his attention 
to “ some of the essential themes of the church” 
(Introduction). In a gentle, plain-spoken way, he 
takes up the doctrines of grace, the atonement, 
the experience of salvation, the covenants and 
the law, the church, and last things, showing 
what differences alternative positions make in 
Christian life. The result is a pattern of exposi
tion that falls strangely on ears unfamiliar with 
Christian instruction. This is writing situated 
within a coherent and almost clannish tradition. 
It is like a talmudic disputation; to an outsider, 
the style of argument and the choice of topics 
are curious, almost folkloric, while to an insider 
they are what matters most. Here, the dis
tinctions invoked by medieval monks (pp. 
42-43), the disputations of ancient councils (p. 
40n), and the pamphlet wars of the sixteenth 
century (pp. 98-100) still rouse passions. Here, 
people struggle with guilt and grace and God, as 
they do everywhere, but here they call them 
“ guilt” and “ grace” and “ God.” And the search 
for an understanding of these things follows 
well-blazed trails; the author of Let Me Assure 
You is an independent thinker, but he is not an 
original one. The modern world need not be a 
partner in every conversation, however, and in 
other works Vick shows his ability to move in 
other than Christian circles.

Here his concerns are those of a Christian in 
Christendom. They are, first of all, the concerns 
of the Bible, which Vick approaches not in the 
familiar proof-text fashion but in a more agile 
and nuanced way. In this book, his treatment of 
Scripture still bears the marks of his old interest 
in biblical languages and word studies. He moves 
in circles around a topic: he approaches the 
experience of salvation, for example (ch. 3), by 
discussing a group of biblical words that cluster
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about it—justification, faith (as assent and as 
trust), forgiveness, confession, restitution, con
version, regeneration—and by entering discus
sions and using contrasts first found in the 
Bible—faith and works, Paul and James, election 
and free will, divine grace and human effort.

Then there are the concerns of the Christian 
theological tradition, in which Vick is also con
versant. The classical distinctions are drawn 
simply, and are sometimes footnoted (Arminian- 
ism and the later Calvinism, p. 58n), and some
tim es invoked without attribution (the 
assensus /fiducia contrast, pp. 48-50). The 
author is obviously most at home in the Refor
mation traditions and, while he never flaunts his 
learning, he employs the categories and charac
teristic terms of Protestant and Anglican Chris
tianity with skill, adroitly juxtaposing the 
various strands of Reformed theology. The chap
ter on the church, in particular, has a typically

“ Vick is convinced that Chris
tianity is worth taking seriously, 
and that unrelenting, patient 
thinking about it is richly 
repaid. This twin commitment 
to religion and rationality is 
a constant motif in his books.”

Protestant cast; and the very choice of the 
book’s topics recalls the lives of the Reformers.8

If there is any movement within Protestant
ism favored in Let Me Assure You, it is perhaps 
Methodism, with its warm concern for the sub
jective appropriation of grace. The lovely chap
ter on “ The Experience of Salvation” is the 
longest in the book. This is one way in which 
Vick shows his sensitivity to his Adventist 
readership, for its piety and worship are very 
Wesleyan. There are also whole chapters (such as 
ch. 4, “ The Covenants and the Law” ) as well as 
occasional paragraphs (see p. 24, where the dis
agreement between Andreasson and the authors 
of Questions on Doctrine arises) in which Vick 
explicitly treats topics that have agitated 
Seventh-day Adventists.

On the whole, though, he pays little attention

in this book to modern intellectual currents or 
even to modern theology. With the exception of 
a few passages (pp. 20, 161n) and a short appen
dix (pp. 170-176) on the “ historicity” of the 
Christian faith—a problem that did not arise in 
that form before the nineteenth century—most 
of the book uses categories that were well devel
oped 200 years ago, by the time the revivalist 
and pietist movements were mature. A glance at 
the references (pp. 177-178) is instructive. In 
some ways, the positions which Vick stakes out 
within this circle are less interesting than the 
fact that he never leaves the circle.9

In a later article, how
ever, Vick’s exacting 

attention to methodological questions results in 
some substantive positions that are extraordi
nary, though they are formulated with tantaliz
ing brevity. The piece is entitled “ Observations 
on the Adventism of Seventh-day Advent
ists.” 10 The intention of the Seventh-day 
Adventist church, Vick writes at the end of the 
article, is “ to represent adequately the apoca
lyptic interests o f the biblical canon” ; this con
stitutes “ the distinctive contribution of Advent
ism to the Christian Church” (p. 204). Even in 
these short quotations, something striking has 
appeared. Vick sees Adventism within the con
text of the Christian Church. It is not identical 
with the Christian Church. While other Advent
ist teachers and preachers have felt that their 
primary loyalty was to the wider church and 
that their Adventist loyalties were intelligible 
only in the setting of the church as a whole, few 
have stated their position as directly as Vick 
does here; fewer still have worked out as consis
tently the implications of their larger loyalty. 
Because Adventism must be set in the context of 
Christian theology as a whole, biblical interpre
tation must be placed in the context of system
atization of doctrine. Adventist preaching, 
especially evangelism, must proceed from its 
wider context in the life of a working and 
witnessing church.

Most striking of all, the predictive oracle 
heard in apocalyptic prophecy must be heard in 
the context of the history of the community, 
both the community which the prophet origi
nally addressed and the community which inter
prets the prophecy now. And the history of the
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community, finally, can be understood only by 
reference to its context, which is the salvation 
history of the whole world, a history centered in 
the story of Jesus Christ.

Vick knows that the results o f such a theologi
cal program would be a radical recasting o f 
traditional Adventism. In a new and wider con
text, familiar Adventist doctrines might take on 
a strange appearance. Many Adventist habits 
might need modification. All of Adventist life 
would be subjected to profound and renewing 
criticism. But the implication of Vick’s sugges
tions is that the Gospel requires just such a criti
cal renewal—the Gospel, not some other, 
“ modern” message. It is not because Vick is 
embarrassed by an Adventism that is out of date 
that he suggests a revolution in its thinking, but 
because he fears for an Adventism that betrays 
its Lord by its cowardly and unreflective con
servatism. His critique of Adventism is that it is 
not faithful enough to its own inner meaning, 
which is found not in its narrow little life and 
work, but in the richness of the larger church 
and, finally, in the richness of Jesus’s life and 
death. By insisting on the larger context, he 
criticizes traditional Adventism on the basis of 
the truer Adventist tradition.

It would be fascinating to read some of 
Vick’s specific proposals for the recasting of 
Adventist life and doctrine. In this article, he 
makes very few. One can imagine what some o f 
his suggestions would be, but a book on the 
topic, by a thinker as orderly and meticulous as 
he is, would be welcome indeed.

Vi c k ’ s la test  book, 
Quest,11 is on a quite 

different topic, but it too provides evidence of 
Vick’s concern for the context of religious 
thought. Quest does not have the external form 
of a theological treatise, and its style is inten
tionally simple and “ popular.” The book is an 
introductory textbook in the philosophy of 
religion. Its chapters are short, with discussion 
questions at the end of each. It is designed for a 
readership different from that of Vick’s earlier 
books. Unlike Let Me Assure You, which moved 
in Christian circles and used classical Christian 
categories, Quest is a very modern book, written 
for nonspecialists who are largely ignorant of 
religious matters and who use popular miscon
ceptions of science to justify their scorn for, or

indifference to, religion. The book is also helpful 
for religious people who feel threatened by 
modern science.

In the first half, Vick sets the stage for a 
“ nonpartisan” discussion of religious questions 
by unraveling some misconceptions about 
science and religion, such as: “ Science is based 
on facts, while religion is a matter of feeling,” 
and “ Science proves things but religion doesn’t,” 
and “ Miracles are scientifically impossible.” He

“He suggests a revolution in the 
church’s thinking because he 
fears for an Adventism that 
betrays its Lord by its cowardly 
and unreflective conservatism.”

does so by suggesting some distinctions among 
different ways of proving, by pointing out con
trasts among kinds of explanation, by discussing 
the scientist’s need for a theory at every stage of 
confrontation with the facts, and so on. Such 
considerations clear the air for Vick’s treatment, 
in the last half of the book, o f a series of con
cerns that characterize religion—creation, escha
tology, revelation and faith.

In dealing with these topics, he never fails to 
insist on the differences between the concerns of 
a scientist and those of a religious believer. The 
contrast between the scientific context (the 
aims, interests and procedures of science) and 
the religious context results in different sets of 
contentions about the beginning of the universe, 
the possibility of miracles, the destiny of living 
things and the reasonableness of faith. In devel
oping this contrast, Vick is trying to teach his 
readers a new idiom. His goal is not to persuade 
them of any particular religious assertion, but to 
help them see the force of all religious asser
tions. This understanding is blocked as long as 
the context o f language is ignored, and as long as 
terms shared by religion and science (“ the begin
ning of the world,” “ death,” “ laws,”  “ reason
able” ) are assumed to be interchangeable. Vick 
is saying the two kinds of discourse are not
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coordinate and, therefore, certain contradictions 
between them are impossible.

The technique Vick adopts here recalls the 
style of the analytic philosophers, especially the 
students o f Ryle and Wittgenstein, who now 
dominate philosophy in British universities. It 
thus represents a break from the speculative, 
synthetic tradition which held sway over west
ern philosophy before the twentieth century and 
over Vick’s own earlier work. Instead of stating 
positions and interrelating, assertions in the style 
of systematic philosophy, Vick now offers a 
series of ad hoc remarks designed to clear up a 
particular confusion, or to loosen the grip of a 
specific misunderstanding. Instead of seeking to 
answer all possible questions, he limits himself 
to the few questions that people actually raise. 
If religious discourse still remains coherent, he 
now seems to believe, it does so because of its 
connection with its own context, that is, with 
the coherent activity of religious people, not 
because its propositions are interconnected as 
premises and conclusions independently of reli
gious life.

In adopting the approach of a group of phi
losophers who see philosophy as an activity 
rather than a set of conclusions or a body of 
metaphysical doctrine,12 Vick shows his aware
ness of the central problem theology faces 
today. The problem is not that particular reli
gious assertions are opposed as false, but that all 
religious language is dismissed as meaningless. 
Many moderns do not see the point of talking 
about God; such language has no sense to them; 
they do not see what use it has. To employ 
Langdon Gilkey’s formula, the problem Chris

tians and other religious people face today is not 
the problem of truth, but the problem of mean
ing.13 Vick’s careful attempts in Quest to show 
what the force of religious language is and to 
train his readers in its use demonstrate his aware
ness of this problem.

In spite of this dramatic shift in approach, 
however, there are continuities between Quest 
and the earlier books. All o f Vick’s work illus
trates his conviction that religion, and Chris
tianity in particular, is worth taking seriously; 
and that unrelenting, patient thinking about it is 
richly repaid. This twin commitment to religion 
and to rationality is a constant motif in his 
books. The preoccupation with the relations 
between science and religion, evident in the last 
of the Essays and in the thesis on miracles, is 
present in Quest as well.14

I f Edward Vick, who is 
not now teaching at an 

Adventist college, had received more sustained 
encouragement, he might have developed more 
fully some of the intriguing hints dropped in his 
published work and the Advent movement 
would undoubtedly have benefitted. As it is, 
perhaps, we may hope for more from his pen, 
and especially for works in which his extraordi
nary methodological suggestions are worked out 
to their substantive conclusions, if  Adventist 
ministers, leaders and scholars were seriously to 
confront such a body of theological literature, 
agreeing where appropriate and disagreeing 
where necessary, but never relaxing the effort to 
understand these matters, the church could only 
be better for it.
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