The Presence
Of Ultimacy

by Fritz Guy

To the extent that a
religious symbol
“participates in that to which it points,”’ the
Sabbath is invested with the relatedness and
the ultimacy of God. This means that to ex-
perience the Sabbath is to affirm these two
qualities of God, and to deliberately disre-
gard the Sabbath symbolizes a denial of
them. According to Adventist theology, a
misrepresentation of the nature of God’s re-
latedness and ultimacy was the very point
over which the “great controversy” began in
the first place, and over which sin was first
actualized in our world.?

God’s relatedness and ultimacy are a
theological polarity® — a pair of elements or
ideas that mutually complement and at the
same time mutually limit each other. Other
examples of this kind of polarity in our un-
derstanding of God include the threeness and
oneness of the Trinity, and the humanity and
deity of Jesus. In each instance, the meaning
of one element of the polarity can be
adequately understood only in relation to the
other. So the idea of the relatedness of God to
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human being makes sense only in connection
with the idea of the ultimacy of God — and
vice versa. Both elements of this polarity,
along with the polarity itself, are symbolized
by the Sabbath.

Characteristically, each religious symbol
has a dual function. It represents something
other (and more) than itself, and it also rep-
resents that “other” (and “more”).* Thus
the “meaning” and the “‘experience’ of the
symbol are inseparable in actuality, even if it
is sometimes useful to distinguish them
theoretically in order to talk about them one
at a time in the interest of clarity. The Lord’s
Supper, for instance, as a symbol of atone-
ment refers back to the death of Jesus as a
historical event, but it is also a means by
which we can now encounter, and experi-
ence more deeply, the significance of that
event for our own religious life. Similarly, as
a symbol of the relatedness and ultimacy of
God, the Sabbath both points to these two
qualities and is a means by which they can be
experienced.

We can readily identify four expressions of
God’s relatedness to human being, as de-
scribed in the biblical revelation. All of these
expressions are comprised in the idea of a
“living God,””* and all of them are sym-

bolized by the Sabbath.
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1) The initial expression of the relatedness
of God is the original creation. At first glance,
creation might seem to be a unilateral, one-
way affair: obviously, the Creator is active,
and the created reality is acted upon. But this
view turns out to be too simple. For it can
hardly be supposed that what God has
created does not matter to Him — as if He
had no interest in the consequences of His
creativity. Furthermose, whatever God
creates, He allows to be itself. He lets it have
its own integrity and dignity, and so it has the
potential of affecting not only other created
reality but even its Creator. This is particu-
larly the case in the creation of personal, free
being, such as angelic or human reality.

As every reader of the Old Testament
knows, the first theological meaning of the
Sabbath is its celebration of God’s creative
activity.® This meaning is evident at the very
beginning of the story of humanity, in the
designation of the Sabbath as part of the crea-
tion of our world. Although the creation nar-
rative itself includes no explicit statement
that every seventh day is to be a Sabbath for
human being, this intention is surely implied
in the affirmation that “God blessed the
seventh day and hallowed it” (Gen. 2:3).
Otherwise, this particular blessing and
sanctification of a day would have no mean-
ing or relevance. In any case, the fourth
commandment of the decalogue bases the
significance of the Sabbath squarely on the
fact that “in six days the Lord made heaven
and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and
rested the seventh day” (Ex. 20:11). And a
little later in the narrative, God is quoted as
saying that the Sabbath is “‘a sign between me
and the people of Israel, that in six days the
Lord made heaven and earth” (Ex. 31:17).

he Sabbath is thus a

weekly symbol and
celebration of the fact that God is directly
related to the world by His own free, deliber-
ate act of creation. This fact is important not
only for what it says about the world, which
has value and is ““good” because it is the result
of God’s own creativity, but also for what it
says about God. His creative intention is ac-
tualized in the production of a kind of reality
that is distinct and different from Himself
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and yet “in His own image” (Gen. 1:27). A
free God has created human being with the
awesome liberty to reject and defy its
Creator.

2) God’s relatedness to human being is also
expressed in His presence in human existence.
God did not create humanity and then leave it
alone. He wanted to be with it and to be
actively present in its life. This presence oc-
curs in several different modes and is visible
at different points of human experience.

The various modes of God’s general, con-
tinuing and comprehensive presence may be
seen in such things as (a) the maintenance of
the ““natural order” of physical, chemical and
biological processes that are the necessary
condition for human life; (b) the corporate
experience of worship, “where two or three
are gathered” in Christ’s name (Matt. 18:20);
and (c) the ministry of the Holy Spirit in
individual human minds.

The various modes of God’s special, par-
ticular presence, also may be seen (a) in cer-
tain historical events, especially in the history
of Israel and the earliest Christian commu-
nity; (b) in places of special sacredness, such
as the Hebrew tabernacle in the wilderness
and the temple in Jerusalem; (c) in the ancient
prophetic ministry of persons like Hosea,
Jeremiah and John the Baptist, and in the
more recent prophetic ministry of Ellen
White; and (d) in miracles of many kinds,
both biblical and modern.

The one absolutely unique mode of God’s
presence in human existence is the mission of
Jesus as “God with us” (Matt. 1:22-23). God
is God not only in creating a million blazing
galaxies, but also (and especially) in being
with the personal reality He has created and
in making His presence known.

As a day of rest, of liberation from the
secular pressures and mundane duties that
crowd the previous six days, the Sabbath is a
day for worship, for celebrating God’s pres-
ence. ‘“‘Six days shall work be done; but on
the seventh day is a sabbath of solemn rest, a
holy convocation; you shall do no work; it is
a sabbath to the Lord in all your dwellings”
(Lev. 23:3).

The Sabbath is an opportunity to recognize
God’s presence, to become more acutely
aware of it in its various general and special
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modes. It brings with it God’s love for, and
His claim on, human being. In this way, the
primal relationship of the Creator and the
created reality is continued and also enriched
as it is actualized in ever new ways. God is
known not merely as the original architect,
engineer and builder, but also as the source of
energy, the incentive for activity. The Sab-
bath is also an opportunity to reflect on the
implications of this presence for the nature
and meaning of our own existence — for its
security and its possibilities. And the Sabbath
is an opportunity to respond to the presence of
God in profound gratitude for this grace and
in decision to shape our future to be an ap-
propriate expression of our gratitude.

““For the fact of the matter is

that human being, individually
and collectively, can be
genuinely ‘in love with the
seventh day,’ having discovered
that the Sabbath is ‘a palace in
time . . . the climax of living.’ >’

It is in this sense — as a day ofliberation for
worship that is the fullest possible experience
of God’s presence — that “the Sabbath was
made for man” (Mark 2:28). In another
sense, however, it is not merely an opportu-
nity to recognize, reflect on and respond to
God’s presence; the Sabbath isitself a recogni-
tion and reflection of, and a response to, the
presence of God in human existence.

3) Yet another expression of God’s re-
latedness to human being is His commitment to
humanity and its fulfillment. This commit-
ment is initially suggested in the cessation of
fundamental creative activity on the planet
Earth after the creation of human being.” The
basic process of creation was complete; it had
reached its goal, and God was perfectly satis-
fied with the result. “God saw everything
that he had made, and behold, it was very
good” (Gen. 1:31). So God “rested” — in
somewhat the same sense that a lawyer
“rests”” when he has completed the presenta-
tion of his case to the judge and jury.
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The commitment becomes explicit in the
covenant relationship, which is repeatedly
expressed in the biblical formulation, “I am
your God, and you are my people.”® As
human marriage was intended to be, so
God’s creation of humanity was in fact — not
an experiment to ‘‘see what will happen,”
but instead a total commitment to ‘““make a
go of it,” “for better or for worse.” And
when the “worse” occurred, God’s com-
mitment led Him to give “‘his only Son, that
whoever believes in him should not perish
but have eternal life”” (John 3:16).

he Sabbath is a sym-

bol of this cov-
enant-commitment between God and
human being. “The people of Israel shall
keep the Sabbath, observing the Sabbath
throughout their generations as a perpetual
covenant” (Ex. 31:16).° But a covenant with
God is a special kind of covenant. It is never
made a priori; it is never the first word, the
initiation of a relationship. Any covenant
with God is made, rather, a posteriori; it is
always a second word, so to speak, a conse-
quence of a relationship that has already been
established by God’s own initiative and
commitment. And this is the way it is with
the covenant symbol of the Sabbath:'®* “You
shall keep my sabbaths, for this is a sign
between me and you throughout your gener-
ations, that you may know that I, the Lord,
sanctify you” (Ex. 31:13). So, as a covenant
symbol, the Sabbath may be seen not only as
a sign of human beings’ commitment to live
in relationship to God, and thus to be “His
people,” it may be seen also (and more fun-
damentally) as a sign of God’s total and per-
manent commitment to human being; for
this is where the covenant relationship neces-
sarily begins.!' “Hallow my sabbaths, that
they may be a sign between me and you, that
you may know that I, the Lord, am your
God” (Ez. 20:20).

4) Finally (for this discussion), God’s re-
latedness to humanity is expressed in His
responsiveness to human decisions and ac-
tions. Here we have the mostobvious kind of
relatedness — in the fact that God’s action is
to some significant extent determined by the
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action of human being, both collective and
individual. In regard to the influence of col-
lective human being on a historical scale, the
biblical witness includes a direct word from
God: “If at any time I declare concerning a
nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up and
break down and destroy it, and if that nation,

concerning which I have spoken, turns from .

its evil, I will repent of the evil that I intended
to do toit” (Jer. 18:7-8). And conversely, “If
at any time I declare concerning a nation or a
kingdom that I will build and plant it, and if it
does evil in my sight, not listening to my
voice, then I will repent of the good which I
had intended to do to it” (verses 9-10).

Some major illustrations of this respon-
siveness of God to human action come im-
mediately to mind. Human nature being
what it is, most examples are negative: the
Flood, the exile of Israel, and (according to
Adventist eschatology) the continuation of
history into the fourth quarter of the twen-
tieth century. Individually, the influence of
human action on God’s action may be less
dramatic than the influence of collective ac-
tion. Nonetheless, it is real and, happily, fre-
quently positive. Whatever difficulties may
be involved in understanding the effects of
prayer on the outcome of human or natural
events, the clear and consistent biblical evi-
dence requires the conclusion that prayer
does, in fact, result in certain kinds of divine
activity that would not otherwise occur.'?

As a celebration of creation, a day of wor-
ship and a covenant symbol, the Sabbath be-
comes an occasion for God’s further activity
in response to human decisions and actions.
The Bible describes this possibility poetical-
ly:

If you turn back your foot from the sab-

bath,

from doing your pleasure on my holy
day,
and call the sabbath a delight,
and the holy day of the Lord honorable;

if youhonor it, not going your own ways,
or seeking your own pleasure, or talking
idly,

then you shall take delight in the Lord,

and I will make you ride upon the
heights of the earth;
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I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob

your father,
for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken.
(Isa. 58:13-14)

Now, it is possible to understand too superfi-
cially the relationship between ‘‘honoring the
sabbath’ and “‘riding upon the heights of the
earth.” It is possible, for example, to suppose
that the connection between the two experi-
ences is only extrinsic and therefore arbi-
trary, like the connection parents sometimes
make between good grades in school and a
monetary reward (for example, $5 for every
“A” on a semester grade report).

But such a view of the Sabbath entangles it
in a form of social and economic coercion —
a relation that is unworthy of the creator and
unattractive to humanity. Besides, this view
fails to see the religious dynamic of the Sab-
bath. For the fact of the matter is that human
being, individually and collectively, can be
genuinely ““in love with the seventh day,”
having discovered that the Sabbath is ‘“‘a
palace in time,” “not an interlude but the
climax of living.”'* When that happens, hu-
manity has before it unimagined possibilities
of experiencing God’s creative and trans-
forming power and unprecedented potential
for spiritual development.

fter a consideration
of the relatedness of
God, it is appropriate to put equal emphasis
on the ultimacy of God. For the relatedness
does not in any sense mean a relativizing or a
dilution of the ultimacy. On the contrary, an
understanding of the relatedness only in-
creases our understanding of — and our ad-
miration and respect for — the ultimacy.
The word “ultimacy” in this discussion
refers to the fact that God is not only the
supreme reality and value, but also the kind
of reality and value beyond which nothing
can even be conceptualized.' This is the def-
inition of deity in the classical sense of all
monotheism, whether Christian, Jewish or
Islamic. It implies two further, closely re-
lated ideas. One is the idea of ‘“‘holiness,”
which is extremely difficult to define pre-
cisely,' but which evokes the sense of awe
and reverence that is regularly associated
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with an awareness of the ultimate. The sec-
ond idea is that of “otherness” or “beyond-
ness”’ or ‘‘hiddenness.” It refers to the fact
that God, although related to the world in a
variety of ways, still has his own being out-
side the world, beyond anything and every-
thing that is created. This fact means that the
reality of God will always involve infinitely
more than can be encountered or com-
prehended by human being.

The ultimacy of God has two principal
dimensions. In the first place, God is the
ultimate reality and power. He is the source of
His own and of all other reality and power.
He is neither dependent on, nor limited by,
anything outside Himself. God is, in other
words, eternal and omnipotent. If he were
not, He would not be God. So the fact that
God is related to the world and to the human
being that He has created and that His activ-
ity is in some sense determined by this
created reality must be understood as a self-
limitation of God that results from His own
creative intention. That is to say, the related-
ness of God comes with His decision to create
and is in no way imposed on Him.

An indication of this ultimacy of God may
be seen in the fact that the Sabbath is a tem-
poral symbol. Here it stands in contrast (but
not in contradiction) to the symbols of the
bread and wine, the water and basin and
towel — all of which are material objects.'® In
the first place, time, from which there is no
escape for human being, but which defies
every attempt to define it, is an especially apt
symbol in relation to a God who is charac-
terized not only by His ““closeness” to human
being but also his ““beyondness.” In a way,
therefore, the mystery of time can remind us
of the mystery of God.

In the second place, time is the “material”
of human existence. When ““time is up,” life
is over, and human being is no more. And
when I give my time to something — a per-
son, perhaps, or an endeavor — I am making
an irrevocable investment; I am giving my-
self. A holy day is therefore an effective
means by which to affirm the ultimacy of the
eternal God. He is the origin of all time and
the course of my own time. To Him, time is
no problem, because He is the ultimate real-
ity and power.
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But God is more than the ultimate reality
and power: He is also the ultimate goodness
and value. In spite of the fact that reality and
power usually seem to generate value (and
therefore authority), further consideration
makes it clear that this is not necessarily so.
There are many familiar instances of reality
without goodness, and power without value:
the playground bully, the domineering
spouse, the illegitimate government. So it is
useful to make an explicit point of the fact
that God is ultimate goodness and value, as

““A holy day is therefore an
effective means by which to affirm
the ultimacy of the eternal God.
He is the origin of all time and

the course of my own time. To
Him, time is no problem. . .. He is
the ultimate reality and power.”’

well as the ultimate reality and power. This
factis most clearly evident in the special reve-
lation communicated through the biblical
documents, where it is discernible in the na-
ture of God’s relatedness to humanity. Once
recognized, it can be formulated as a theolog-
ical or philosophical corollary of the Chris-
tian ‘““good news.” In other words, the fact
that ““God is love” (I John 4:8) is intrinsically
related to the fact that God is the ultimate
goodness and value.

This second dimension of ultimacy is, on
the one hand, the positive motivation for
worship (in contrast to fear of God’s power),
and, on the other hand, the central issue of
what Adventist theology knows as ““‘the great
controversy.” Itis not God’s reality or power
that is challenged by the enemy, and that is
finally to be vindicated for the benefit of the
whole moral universe, but His ultimate
goodness.

The Sabbath, as a holy day — a day of
holiness — symbolizes the ultimacy of God
in both of'its dimensions. It reminds us of this
ultimacy, sharpens our awareness of it and
gives us a means to affirm it. In this connec-
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tion, we can see most clearly the particular
significance of the ‘‘seventh-day-ness” of the
Sabbath.

Positively, to observe the Sabbath is to
acknowledge and affirm the ultimacy of
God, not only in terms of his reality and
power, but also in terms of His goodness and
value. For one thing, the seventh day is re-
garded as a Sabbath “‘to the Lord”;" it is
known as “‘the holy day of the Lord” (Isa.
58:13); and God is described repeatedly as
referring to ““my sabbaths.”'® For another
thing, unlike the single day, the month and
the year, the seven-day cycle has no “‘natu-
ral”’ basis. No astronomical, agricultural or
physiological period gives it “practical’ sig-
nificance. This means that both its origin and
its significance are distinctively religious: it is
acommand — and a gift — of God. In short,
it is a way of saying “Yes” or “No” to the
Creator. The ‘‘seventh-day-ness” of the
Sabbath has this special meaning: it sym-
bolizes God’s ultimacy as reality and power
and as goodness and value. The dedication of
every seventh day “‘to the Lord” is a recogni-
tion of His lordship over all of our days —
which is to say, over all of our existence.’

Negatively, making
the seventh day a
Sabbath experience relativizes all non-
transcendent values, including not only eco-
nomic security and well-being but also per-
sonal and professional achievement, success
and satisfaction. In this way, the Sabbath
offers a useful protection against materialism
and status-seeking — the twin gods of mod-
ern secularity, to whom even Christians are
surprisingly (if unconsciously) obedient. For
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it is a day on which both *“pleasure” and
“business” become unimportant. Futher-
more, characteristically, humans tend to
identify personal success with the ultimate
good. This characteristic is true especially if
we are professionally engaged in some
humanitarian or religious enterprise. But the
Sabbath comes to us as a powerful reminder
of our createdness and relativity and as a val-
uable opportunity to put all of our efforts and
intentions into the context and perspective of
God’s ultimacy. It is a day primarily for rest
and worship. It is not a day for pursuing the
personal or professional business of our lives,
however beneficent that business may be and
however generously it may be motivated (al-
though our motivations are probably much
less generous than we like to think).

A recognition of the significance of the
Sabbath as a symbol of God’s ultimacy (as
reality and power, and as goodness and
value) as well as His relatedness to human
being (in creation, presence, commitment
and responsiveness) makes it easy to under-
stand why the experience of the Sabbath is so
important in Adventist life and thought. Itis
not merely a distinctive religious practice; it
is also a profound theological statement. This
recognition explains why the establishment
of another day of worship in place of the
Sabbath is regarded as a crucial departure
from authentic biblical religion.? It also ex-
plains the eschatological significance of the
Sabbath as ““the seal of the living God”’ (Rev.
7:2), identifying those persons who have un-
derstood the issues of the ‘‘great con-
troversy,” have positively affirmed the ulti-
macy of God and are prepared for existence
in an immediate relationship to God.
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