
SPECTRUM with Dr. Ray Damazo, a den
tist and businessman in Seattle, Washington, 
as chairman. Members of the board have 
com m itted themselves to contribute a 
minimum of $500 a year for three years in 
order to expand the circulation of the journal 
and secure its continuity. They will receive 
reports about SPECTRUM plans and be in
vited to meet once a year to share their views 
with the editors of SPECTRUM and the 
elected leaders ofAAF.

The first decade ofAAF has now ended. 
Beginning as the idea of several dedicated 
laymen, AAF has lasted longer than many 
would have predicted. It has had its share of 
problems, from internal tensions to external 
confrontations with church leaders. How
ever, it has performed a vital service to 
Seventh-day Adventism as best expressed in 
the February 1977 Forum:

Along with their fellow Protestants, Ad
ventists believe in a church whose author
ity is God, whose will is revealed in the 
Bible, which is available to all members. 
The church is not just the clergy, but all the 
members. The Association of Adventist 
Forums is committed to what is implicit in

this concept of the priesthood of all believ
ers — a democratic church. The only way 
democracy can function is by constant and 
full communication among members of 
the community.

AAF’s base of leadership and membership 
may be small, as many volunteer organiza
tions are, but AAF has made the mission of 
many church members easier to attain and, in 
turn, has aided the church’s mission by creat
ing a more open environment. For this one 
contribution above all others, church mem
bers can be grateful for the vision of a few 
laymen in 1967.

This history is based upon extensive administrative 
files located in the Association o f Adventist Forums 
office in Takoma Park, Maryland, interviews and cor
respondence from Roy Branson, David Claridge, 
M olleurus Couperus, Lawrence Geraty, A lvin  
Kwiram, Joe Mesar, Ronald Numbers and Ernest 
Plata. Janet Minesinger provided valuable editorial 
help. In addition, since 1971 the author has been in
volved in AAF affairs as a local chapter officer, as well 
as national officerships as a regional representative, 
vice president, executive secretary and treasurer. Be
cause o f his close involvement during these years, the 
account may show some bias in certain areas — some
thing every historian attempts to avoid but usually 
fails to do.

Dominant Themes in 
Adventist Theology
by Richard Rice

T he word “theology” 
refers both to reli
gious beliefs and to the task of reflecting on 

these beliefs. Since the first issue of SPEC
TRUM appeared in the late sixties, a lot has 
happened in Adventist theology in both 
senses of the term.

Richard Rice, who teaches theology at Loma Linda 
University’s La Sierra Campus, is a graduate o f the 
Seventh-day Adventist Seminary and the University 
o f Chicago.

As we look over the recent developments 
in SDA theology, we notice that different 
segments of the church’s membership have 
somewhat different theological concerns. 
The primary concern of the world leadership 
during this time, as represented by Robert H. 
Pierson, has certainly been eschatology, with 
its emphasis on finishing the work and pre
paring a people to meet the Lord. Other 
theological matters are clearly subordinate to 
this. Concern for church unity thus arises 
from  the desire to create an efficient



evangelistic effort which will hasten the ful
fillment of the hope of the church. And 
church leaders are likely to be at least as con
cerned with the potentially divisive effects of 
the discussion of, say, righteousness by faith, 
as with which of the various views expressed 
is valid.

If the content of SPECTRUM reflects the 
interests of what may be roughly designated 
as the intellectual or academic-oriented 
branch of the church, the theological con
cerns of this group are typically related to the 
intelligibility of the Christian faith as Ad
ventists understand it. Its members are 
committed to examining the credibility of tra
ditional Adventist beliefs from the perspec
tives of modern science and history, as the 
extensive discussion of such topics in SPEC
TRUM as the age of the earth and the literary 
dependence of Ellen G. White indicate. And 
they are also interested in explaining the sig
nificance of Adventist beliefs to an intellec
tual audience outside, as well as within, the 
church, as past articles exploring the mean
ing ofthe Second Coming and of the Sabbath 
indicate. In addition, as SPECTRUM arti
cles on the proposed statements of belief re
veal, they are also anxious to preserve 
“room” in the Adventist community, both 
intellectually and politically, for reflection of 
this kind.

We can review the developments in Ad
ventist beliefs by following the general se
quence of Christian doctrines found in al
most all systematic theologies, from Au
gustus Hopkins Strong’s to Paul Tillich’s.1 
The usual procedure is to consider first the 
topic of revelation, or knowledge of God, 
and then to deal with the doctrines of God, 
man, salvation, church, and last things.2

Revelation
In the area of revelation, the question 

which most concerns Adventists is the fac
tual or historical reliability of inspired writ
ings. Is the Bible completely trustworthy, 
not only in its general view of man and God, 
but also when it makes historical claims, 
when it speaks of the origins and early his
tory of life on this planet? This has been an 
important issue in Adventism for some time, 
but in view of the division it has recently

caused in other conservative churches, such 
as the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod,3 
some leading Adventists are anxious to re
solve it in a decisive way. Thus, the recent 
documents on inspiration and creation are 
intended to “preserve the landmarks” of Ad
ventism by stating an official church position 
on the matter.4

The North American Bible Conferences of 
1974 dealt in part with this aspect of inspira
tion. In the opening essay of the Conference 
publication, A Symposium of Biblical Her
meneutics, Raoul Dederen rejects interpreta
tions which construe revelation exclusively 
in terms of personal encounter and minimize 
or eliminate its factual significance. He insists 
that revelation comprises both divine-human 
encounter and the verbal interpretation of 
such encounter. So the factual claims of scrip
ture are integral to divine revelation, not sub
sequent or secondary to it.5

Adventists often decry 
the consequences of 

abandoning the historical reliability of scrip
tures, arguing that scripture is unreliable in 
all respects if it is unreliable in any. There
fore, if the plain statements about the origins 
of life on earth are not taken simply as they 
read, the Bible cannot be trusted when it 
speaks of God’s love for man or His provi
sion for man’s salvation. Even when not 
explicitly stated, this view of doctrinal 
breakdown, the fear that the whole system of 
belief will cave in if this crucial position is 
surrendered, underlies a great deal of Ad
ventist discussion of inspiration.

Creation
The most important portion of Scripture 

in this connection is Genesis 1-11, and at
tempts to reconcile these chapters with his
torical and scientific data appear in the regu
lar Ministry columns “Science and Religion” 
and “Archaeology and the Bible,” in the pub
lications of the Geoscience Research Insti
tute, and in numerous SPECTRUM articles 
by Adventist scientists. Adventists usually 
insist that a factual interpretation of these 
chapters entails belief in a literal seven-day 
creation week and a “short chronology” for a 
history o f life on this planet, meaning 
roughly 6,000 years. The difficulty of main



taining these views in the face of conven
tional biological and geological theories is 
obvious, and Seventh-day Adventist scien
tists have responded in a variety of ways.

The best-known and least controversial re
sponse is to emphasize the complexity of life 
as supporting belief in an intelligent designer 
of the universe. Another is to argue that the 
data thought to support conventional 
theories are not conclusive. And a third is to 
argue that certain data are accounted for with 
equal, or even superior, adequacy on the 
model of catastrophism, or by means of a 
short chronology.6 For example, some Ad
ventist scientists argue that the Yellowstone 
fossil forests can be accounted for by a 
“transport model,” compatible with a rela
tively short chronology. Others, however, 
including Richard Ritland, insist that the data 
support the more generally accepted “posi
tion of growth” explanation, which requires 
much longer periods of time.7

In comparison with the interest in the fac
tual reliability of Genesis 1-11, much less 
attention has been given to the precise nature 
of these chapters. Many Adventists merely 
assume that a factual interpretation o f 
Genesis 1-11 necessarily entails a chronology 
of a few thousand years. But some of the 
church’s biblical scholars have questioned 
that assumption. Writing in SPECTRUM, 
Larry Geraty concludes that ancient 
genealogies do not provide a basis for precise 
chronology. Their basic purpose is to estab
lish descent from some particular ancestor, 
and the list of names they contain is typically 
selective, rather than exhaustive. Con
sequently, the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 
11 set no outside limits to the number of 
years that life has existed on this earth.8

Ellen White
Believing that God is revealed in the writ

ings of Ellen White, as well as in the Bible, 
Seventh-day Adventists have also reviewed 
the nature and purpose of her ministry. 
SPECTRUM articles by Herold Weiss and 
Joseph J. Battistone deal with the important 
question of her relation to the Bible.9 Weiss 
observes that the tendency of many Advent
ists to give her writings “hermeneutical mas
tery over Scripture” closely parallels the 
Roman Catholic attitude toward tradition.

To remain faithful to the Reformation prin
ciple of sola scriptura, he states, Adventists 
must not allow her writings to distract from 
the direct study of the Bible, or regard them 
as a shortcut to its meaning.

By far, the most vig
orous discussion of 

Ellen White concerns her literary dependence 
and its implications for the claim that she was 
divinely inspired. One stage of this discus
sion appeared in the pages of SPECTRUM in 
the early 1970s, beginning with William S. 
Peterson’s study of Ellen White’s account of 
the French Revolution. Another surrounds 
the publication of Ronald L. Num bers’

“One cannot help wondering 
what would have happened to 
the church in this century 
i f . . . the participants in 
the conference had continued 
a frank discussion of the 
questions they raised.”

Prophetess of Health: A Study of Ellen G. 
White.10 Peterson and Numbers find striking 
similarities between Ellen White’s views on 
history and health, respectively, and those in 
various writings she was familiar with. They 
observe that the similarities often extend be
yond a limited amount of data or language to 
the basic concepts she propounds. According 
to Peterson, Ellen White not only borrowed 
certain descriptions from such writers as 
D’Aubigne, for example, but her general 
perspective is indistinguishable from theirs.11 
And Numbers notes that the relation be
tween masturbation and disease described in 
Appeal to Mothers was widely held in the 
nineteenth century.12 In addition, Numbers 
disputes Ellen White’s denials that she was 
acquainted with certain materials before ex
pressing the messages she received in vision.

Both Peterson and Numbers describe their 
work as “historical”; neither explicitly ad
dresses the question of Ellen White’s inspira
tion. But as far as many Adventists are con



cerned, this is clearly the issue the two have 
raised. For one thing, their findings call into 
question the familiar explanation that she re
ceived the broad outlines of her views in 
vision, and turned to other sources simply to 
fill in the details. They also render problema
tic the claim that while Ellen White’s views 
were not always unique, her selection of the 
right views among the many avialable to her 
substantiate the supernatural origin of her 
work.

The availability of Donald R. McAdams’ 
study of Ellen White’s use of sources in the 
writing of The Great Controversy has further 
stimulated the church’s thinking on the na
ture and purpose of Ellen White’s prophetic 
gift. Besides corroborating the conclusions 
of others that Ellen White made extensive use 
of the historical writings available to her, 
McAdams’ work shows that she incorpo
rated many of the historical errors found in 
her sources. His research also brings to light 
the considerable extent to which Ellen 
White’s manuscript was reworked by her 
literary assistant, Marian Davis.13

Among the various respondents to these 
studies, none has taken them more seriously 
than the Ellen G. White Estate. Its represen
tatives have replied to Peterson and Num
bers, and it has published an extensive 
critique of Numbers’ book.14 In addition, 
the Adventist Review recently presented a 
seven-part series by Arthur L. White, secre
tary of the White Estate for 41 years, on the 
use of historical sources in the writing of the 
Conflict of the Ages books, particularly The 
Great Controversy and The Desire of Ages. 15

The responses take several tacks, all de
signed to minimize the impact of these 
studies on the church’s traditional under
standing of Ellen White’s prophetic inspira
tion. One is to argue that some of the sup
posed errors discovered in Ellen White’s 
writings are not really errors, after all. 
Another is to insist that what questionable 
material there is comprises an infinitesimal 
portion of her writings. However, such ap
proaches presuppose an inerrancy view of 
inspiration, as Gary Land observes in his 
SPECTRUM review of the White Estate’s 
critique of Numbers’ book. He suggests that 
the dichotomy either God or man, is false

when it comes to explaining the source of a 
prophet’s messages.16 The possibility exists 
that divinely inspired ideas may coincide 
with naturalistically acquired ones.

Along somewhat similar lines, Fritz Guy 
reminds us that since an inspired prophet is 
not necessarily an infallible human being, as 
the Bible clearly shows, the discernment of 
personal failings in Ellen White’s life does not 
discredit the divine source of her messages. 
He also maintains that there is a difference 
between recognizing a prophetic ministry 
and fully understanding it. With this distinc
tion in mind, he argues, we can carefully 
study questions like those which Numbers 
raises, and consequently revise our under
standing of Ellen White’s inspiration, with
out surrendering our basic confidence in the 
divine authority of her ministry.17

T he discovery of the 
minutes of the 1919 

Bible Conference some 60 years later shows 
that the problem of interpreting Ellen G. 
White’s writings accurately has been with the 
church a long time.18 The minutes reveal that 
some prominent Adventist leaders around 
the turn of the century, including A. G. 
Daniells, W. W. Prescott and F. M. Wilcox, 
all of whom were personally acquainted with 
Mrs. White, affirmed their complete confi
dence in her prophetic gift, but rejected the 
idea that her messages were verbally inspired 
and provide an infallible historical or even 
doctrinal authority. At the same time, these 
leaders were sensitive to the fact that many 
Adventists did believe in the verbal inspira
tion of her writings and would be distressed 
to find this concept criticized. So they urged 
Adventist teachers to be exceedingly careful 
in dealing with the topic and to avoid disrupt
ing the faith of church members. Reading the 
minutes leaves one with a sense of astonish
ment, so closely do the issues of that day 
parallel those which now concern Adventist 
scholars, teachers and administrators. One 
cannot help wondering what would have 
happened to the church in this century if, 
instead of burying the minutes of their meet
ing in a vault, the participants in the confer
ence had continued a frank discussion of the 
questions they raised.



God and Man
The doctrines of God and man are funda

mental to any theological system, and in the 
work of contemporary theologians their sig
nificance had increased. Indeed, for many 
today, theology is essentially anthropology, 
the attempt to formulate an adequate under
standing of man. Thus, Paul Tillich offers no 
independent doctrine of man in his three- 
volume Systematic Theology, because the en
tire system represents an interpretation of 
human existence. And in his most recent 
work, the Catholic theologian, Karl Rahner 
develops an explanation of Christianity on 
the basis of an extensive analysis of man as 
the potential recipient of divine revelation.19

In contrast to this increasing emphasis on 
God and man, Seventh-day Adventists have 
devoted comparatively little of their theolog
ical attention specifically to these two topics. 
Instead, they typically deal with these themes

“The number of issues on which 
Heppenstall and other Adventists 
differ underscores the current 
diversity within the church’s 
soteriology. One of these is 
the question of perfection.”

as they arise in connection with other doctri
nal concerns. Recent interest in the nature of 
human sin, for example, arises out of a pri
mary concern for the question of perfection, 
rather than from a basic interest in under
standing human nature. There are several ex
ceptions to this trend, however, including 
two anthropological treatises by European 
Adventists, Jean Zurcher’s The Nature and 
Destiny of Man,20 and Carsten Johnsen’s Man 
the Indivisible.21 Both works deal with the 
unity of man, a familiar concern of Seventh- 
day Adventists, and both approach this topic 
from a philosophical, rather than a theologi
cal, perspective. In the area of the doctrine of 
God, a notable exception is the work of A. 
Graham Maxwell, a professor of religion at

Loma Linda University and its predecessor 
for the past 18 years.

The central concern of Maxwell’s teaching 
and preaching is the character, or trustwor
thiness, of God, which he explores almost 
exclusively within the framework of the 
great controversy concept that permeates 
Ellen G. White’s writings. His most recent 
book, Can God Be Trusted?, develops this 
theme in relation to such topics as the incar
nation and atonement, and distinctive Ad
ventist concerns like the three angels’ mes
sages of Revelation 14, the Sabbath, the 
judgment and the Second Coming of Christ. 
According to Maxwell, the essence of the 
Gospel is that “God is not the kind of person 
Satan has made him out to be,”22 and the 
true picture of God is supported by abundant 
evidence that appeals to the reasonable per
son.23

Salvation
The doctrine of salvation is the central and 

most comprehensive division of Christian 
theology. As generally formulated, it con
cerns both the person and work of Christ and 
the different aspects of the experience of sal
vation, such as justification and sanctifica
tion. Salvation had probably received more 
attention from Adventists than any other 
doctrine in recent years. At the same time, no 
area of theology has generated more sharply 
divergent opinions within the church. In
deed, the discussion of these issues has be
come so heated that some are fearful of its 
effects on the unity of the church. Five 
months after assuming the presidency of the 
General Conference, Neal C. Wilson issued 
an open letter to the church calling for a 
moratorium on public presentations dealing 
with “the fine points and the controversial 
aspects of the theology of righteousness by 
faith.” He proposes that the General Confer
ence appoint a representative committee 
from different branches of the church to pro
vide “helpful and practical direction” on 
these matters under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit.24

We can review some of the controverted 
aspects of Adventist soteriology by referring 
to the work of Edward Heppenstall, long a 
major influence in Adventist theology, and 
for 12 years professor of theology at the SDA



Theological Seminary. Since retiring, he has 
written three books devoted to soteriological 
themes: Our High Priest, Salvation Unlimited 
and The Man Who Was God.25 These books 
are noteworthy for several reasons, including 
their discussion of some traditional Advent
ist positions, such as the investigative judg
ment, which have not received as much at
tention lately as in the past, and their incor
poration of other doctrinal themes, such as 
man, church and last things, within the over
all rubric of salvation. However, the number 
of issues on which Heppenstall and other Ad
ventists differ underscores the current diversity 
within the church’s soteriology.

One o f these is the 
question of perfec

tion. The symposium volume, Perfection: 
The Impossible Possibility,26 illustrates the dif
ferent approaches to the subject of perfection 
prevalent in Adventism and offers different 
views of the possibility and necessity of per
fection in this life. For two of the book’s 
contributors, Herbert E. Douglass and C. 
Mervyn Maxwell, the question of perfection 
is closely related to the mission of the Advent 
people at the end of earth’s history. On the 
basis of the “harvest principle,” Douglass 
argues that Christ is waiting to return “until 
the gospel has produced a sizable and signifi
cant group of mature Christians in the last 
generation.”27 According to him, the indi
viduals in this group will reach a point in 
their experience which actually reproduces 
Christ’ success in resisting sin. They will thus 
demonstrate the justice of God’s require
ments of man even more decisively than did 
Christ, who was divine as well as human.28

Maxwell, too, maintains that the unique 
destiny of the Advent people ultimately re
quires them to develop perfect characters, 
since they must eventually stand in the pres
ence of God without a mediator and live to be 
translated at Christ’s return. While “justifica
tion by faith suffices for resurrection,” it is not 
adequate for translation. For this, a “more than 
ordinary preparation is needed.”29 This “har
vest readiness” requires one to appropriate the 
significance o f C hrist’s ministry in the 
heavenly sanctuary and the seventh-day Sab
bath.

The book’s other contributors, Edward 
Heppenstall and Hans K. LaRondelle, base 
their interpretations of perfection upon bibli
cal uses of the word. They describe the con
tent of perfection as a positive orientation to 
the will of God and the manifestation of love 
toward others. In contrast to Maxwell and 
Douglass, Heppenstall denies that a special 
level of moral attainment, comparable to that 
of Christ, will be reached by God’s people at 
the end of time, and emphasizes the distance 
between Christ’s achievement and that of 
every other human being.30 Adventists dis
agree, then, as to the level of moral develop
ment attainable in this life.

A related difference of opinion concerns 
the condition of Christ’s human nature. 
Theologians disagree as to whether or not 
Christ’s humanity was identical to that of 
other men, and both views find support in 
various statements of Ellen G. White. Not 
surprisingly, those who m aintain that 
Christ’s moral achievement can be “repro
duced” by others also emphasize Christ’s 
similarity to other human beings. In a con
troversial series of Sabbath School lessons 
entitled “Jesus, the Model Man,” Herbert E. 
Douglass argues the possibility of moral vic
tory in the Christian life on the grounds that 
Christ inherited the same nature as other 
men.31

Directly opposing this view, Edward 
Heppenstall asserts that “ the Christ pre
sented as a human being with a sinful nature 
is not the God-man of the Scriptures, but 
only a god-like man.” In fact, Christ was not 
born as all others in a condition of self- 
centeredness and alienation from God, but 
enjoyed “conscious and unbroken oneness in 
fellowship with God through every phase of 
His life.” According to Heppenstall, the 
view that Christ’s humanity was sinful con
tributes to a mistaken concept of Christian 
living which distracts one from Christ as the 
only hope of salvation and ultimately “re
duces the gospel to concentration upon 
self.”32

T he humanity of Jesus 
is also the subject of 

two recent book-length studies. Drawing 
largely upon the writings of Ellen White,



Thom as A. Davis presents a strongly 
exemplarist interpretation of Christ in Was 

Jesus Really Like Us? His basic purpose is to 
assure Christians that they can live the vic
torious life which Jesus did, on the grounds 
that he was subject to all our liabilities and we 
have access to all his resources.33 The thesis of 
Davis’ Christology is that Jesus’ human na
ture is best understood as that of the person 
who has been born again.34 Though he never 
sinned, Jesus nevertheless possessed fallen 
human nature, that is, “human nature af
fected by the Fall of Adam and Eve, in which 
the whole person is susceptible to the tempta
tions and weaknesses of mankind, and is in
adequate of itself to conform to the will of 
God.”35 While insisting that Jesus was really 
like us, Davis acknowledges that in many 
respects he was different, including the 
height of his spiritual achievements, his in
herent divinity, the absence of a sinful past, 
and most significantly, the possession of an 
unfallen will.36 Since a distorted will is cer
tainly the most important moral effect of sin, 
it is not clear how Davis can consistently 
maintain that Jesus assumed fallen human 
nature and at the same time deny that his will 
was affected by sin.

In Jesus the Man, Edward W. H. Vick 
examines the way in which Jesus functions as 
the central object of Christian faith. He em
phasizes that all that Christianity claims for 
Jesus has its basis in faith, including his hu
manity, his divinity and his resurrection.37 
Christianity involves not only the recogni
tion that God was uniquely active in the life 
of Jesus, but also the recognition that this 
recognition itself is due to God’s activity. 
This does not mean that faith creates its ob
ject, but it means that the claims of faith 
cannot be substantiated on grounds that are 
independent of faith, such as the conclusions 
of scientific or historical investigation.38 It 
also means that attempts to describe the ob
ject of faith, such as the classic christological 
formulas, should be regarded as exploratory 
expressions of Christian experience rather 
than final, authoritative statements.39 In con
trast to these classical formulas and in har
mony with contemporary theology in gen
eral, Vick’s own approach is to develop a 
Christology “from below,” which affirms

the full humanity of Jesus at all costs, includ
ing his participation in the sinful structures of 
human existence.40 Vick does not pursue this 
concept along the lines of Adventist writers 
like Davis, however, for he criticizes the 
exemplarist approach to Christology. In his 
view, our condition is such that we need a 
savior, not merely an example, and regard
ing Jesus primarily as example may lead us 
either to despair of ever reaching the standard 
he sets or to the unchristian view that he 
could conceivably be surpassed.41

Recent Adventist treatments of the work 
of Christ contain contrasts in viewpoint no 
less striking than those surrounding the ques
tion of his person. In God Is With Us, Jack 
Provonsha presents what is essentially a 
“subjective” theory of atonement, emphasiz
ing the transforming impact of the cross

“Paxton reads more into their 
claim to be heirs of the Refor
mation than most Adventists do.”

upon man’s perception of God. Provonsha 
interprets the cross primarily as a revelation 
of the suffering which sin has caused God 
from its very inception, because of his unfail
ing love for man. And since “man’s sin did 
not alienate God—it only alienated man,” 
there is no need for God’s attitude toward 
man to change, only man’s attitude toward 
God. Accordingly, the purpose of salvation 
is to deal with man’s misperception of the 
divine character. In the effort to communi
cate His acceptance of man, God has pro
vided various “ aids to trust,” of which 
Christ’s death is the most effective. The sav
ing aspect of the cross is its power to inspire 
men to trust in God after all. In Provonsha’s 
words, “the central event in the at-one-ment, 
properly understood, is the possibility it 
opens up for faith.”42 What makes atonement 
necessary is thus man’s distorted view of 
God, not some aspect of the divine nature, 
such as wrath or justice.

To the contrary, Edward Heppenstall as
serts, “the necessity for Christ’s death lies in



the righteousness of God rather than in the 
radical nature of man’s rebellion.”43 Subjective 
theories of atonement are inadequate because 
the cross is more than a demonstration of love. 
Indeed, the spectacle of undeserved suffering 
may create hostility rather than awaken trust. 
The cross is appropriately understood, there
fore, as required by God’s righteousness, not 
merely by His love.44

Geoffrey J. Paxton’s 
book, The Shaking of 

Adventism, produced a shaking of its own 
within the Adventist Church.45 For one rea
son, the author is a non-Adventist who is 
keenly interested in Adventist theology. For 
another, the book deals with righteousness 
by faith, which has long been a sensitive issue 
for Seventh-day Adventists. A third reason 
for the wide attention the book has received 
may be its author’s association with Robert 
D. Brinsmead, who for nearly 20 years has 
agitated the church’s thinking, first with his 
perfectionist views on the cleansing of the 
sanctuary, and more recently with his an
tiperfectionist views of righteousness by 
faith.

The general purpose of the book is to as
sess the claim of Seventh-day Adventists to 
be the authentic heirs of the Protestant Ref
ormation. To evaluate this claim, Paxton 
examines the Adventist understanding of 
salvation in light of the Reformation doctrine 
of righteousness by faith, and by this stan
dard he finds it wanting. While a few Advent
ists now steadfastly affirm the Reformation 
understanding of righteousness by faith as 
justification only, many synthesize sanctifi
cation with justification by their emphasis on 
character development as a condition of sal
vation. And with any such synthesis, Paxton 
insists, the Reformer’s principal insight is 
lost.

Paxton reads more into their claim to be 
heirs of the Reformation than most Advent
ists do, and his interpretation of the Reforma
tion doctrine of justification oversimplifies 
the Reformers’ actual understanding. In fact, 
the Reformers themselves held that justifica
tion and sanctification are inseparable. So the 
rigid standard by which Paxton evaluates 
Adventist views is somewhat artificial. But,

if the general strategy of the book can be 
faulted, its review of the development of the 
doctrine of salvation within Adventism and 
its analysis of the diverse views of salvation 
among contemporary Adventist theologians 
are well informed and generally accurate. 
The experience of salvation is one aspect of 
Adventist theology which exhibits a notable 
lack of consensus.

Church
Traditionally one of the least developed as

pects of Adventist theology, the doctrine of 
church has become a major topic of interest. 
This is due largely to social and political devel
opments, which, as the history of Christianity 
reveals, often provide a powerful stimulus to 
theological reflection. In current Adventist 
ecclesiology, the principal issues fall into two 
categories: relations within the church, and re
lations between the church and other people 
and institutions. In the area of intrachurch rela
tions, the major questions concern the nature 
and scope of church authority. Who should 
participate in the leadership of the church and 
to what extent should the lives of its members 
be subject to church authority?

One of the most impor
tant questions con

fronting the church is the ordination of wo men 
to the gospel ministry, an issue which Advent
ism shares with many other Christian groups. 
A subcommittee of the Biblical Research Insti
tute has examined the various biblical and his
torical aspects of this question, but the 1974 
Annual Council decided for social, rather than 
theological, reasons not to extend ordination 
to women at this time. The rationale is that the 
attitude toward women prevalent in certain 
parts of the world makes their ordination there 
impossible, so the church should not ordain 
women anywhere in the interest of unifor
mity.46

The participation of black Adventists in 
church leadership is also a matter of recent 
concern, although the issue has a long his
tory. One o f the questions discussed is 
whether the church should establish black 
union conferences within the North Ameri
can Division.47 Some maintain that the in
creased opportunities for black leadership 
created by these institutions would lead to



dramatic growth in black church membership. 
But others argue that this development would 
widen the gap between blacks and whites 
within the church just when we need increased 
communication and understanding, and that 
the logical conclusion of such a development is 
an entirely separate church organization for 
black Adventists.

The question of church authority has re
ceived a lot of attention, mainly because of 
some rather widely publicized litigation in
volving several Adventist institutions.48 On 
one level, the lawsuits are concerned with the 
status o f women employees within the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church, whether or 
not their wages should be equal to those of 
men doing the same work. But the suits have 
raised several other questions, too. One is 
whether the U.S. government has the right 
to require the Adventist Church to meet em
ployment practices established by federal 
law. Church leaders have argued that such a

“To some, the attempt to establish 
doctrinal consensus by adminis
trative action is a disturbing 
departure from historic 
Adventism. . .

requirement violates the separation of church 
and state guaranteed by the constitution. 
Another concerns the scope of church au
thority within its members’ lives. Should an 
Adventist who sues one of the church’s in
stitutions be subjected to church discipline?

The most important theological question 
arises from the use o f the expressions 
“ spiritual leader,” “ first m inister” and 
“hierarchial system” to describe the leaders 
and organizations of the Adventist Church in 
the affidavits of church officers. In his “Re
port to the Church” two years ago explain
ing the lawsuits, Robert H. Pierson, then 
General Conference president, attributed the 
use of these terms to non-Adventist attor
neys and denies that they indicate a new 
church polity.49 But he did not deny — 
indeed, his discussion as a whole 
affirmed—what these terms imply, namely,

that the authority of the church is concen
trated at the highest level of elected leader
ship, that is, in the officers of the General 
Conference. In a SPECTRUM article, Ron 
Walden compares the idea of church which 
emerges from the legal documents recently 
filed by our church leaders with the classical 
Roman Catholic doctrine of the church. The 
most striking parallel he finds is precisely this 
concentration of the power and essence of the 
church in the highest church offices. Accord
ing to Walden, our church leaders’ under
standable desire to protect church unity ac
counts for their emphasis on the church’s 
highest authority. Nevertheless, he argues, 
by shifting the center of gravity in Adventist 
church polity toward its hierarchical pole and 
away from its congregational pole, this 
development poses a threat to the important 
value of diversity within the church.50

This concern for church unity is also re
flected in the proposed statements of belief 
which officials of the General Conference 
have presented to various academic groups 
within the past several years. In a Review 
editorial entitled “ Preserve the Land
marks,”51 W. J. Hackett, vice president of 
the General Conference, declares that state
ments clearly defining the church’s position 
in various doctrinal areas are needed in order 
to preserve the church’s identity and prevent 
the erosion of faith evident in many other 
Christian bodies. Thus, the documents circu
lated so far are attempts to formulate a “centrist 
position” or a “statement of consensus” on 
the issues of inspiration and creation. Actu
ally, however, they have stimulated little dis
cussion on these matters. As several of the 
items appearing in SPECTRUM indicate,52 
the church’s academic community in general 
is much more concerned about the use to 
which these documents will be put and the 
possible effects of making them a standard of 
orthodoxy. The letters published in the Re
view responding to Hackett’s editorial reveal 
that the most pressing question in the minds 
of many church members is what this whole 
development represents in light of the his
toric approach to truth within the Adventist 
Church. To some, the attempt to establish 
doctrinal consensus by administrative action 
is a disturbing departure from historic Ad



ventism, with its rejection of creeds in defer
ence to the ultimate authority of the Bible, its 
commitment to the ongoing discovery of 
truth, and its belief that the development of 
doctrine is the responsibility of church mem
bers in general and not the special province of 
official leaders. Since a religious communi
ty’s view of how to arrive at truth is funda
mental to its self-understanding, the basic 
issue here is the essential nature of the church. 
The questions raised by the recent statements 
are thus very similar to those emerging from 
the lawsuits. These attempts to achieve doc
trinal conformity also reveal an increasing 
emphasis on the authority of “elected leader
ship,” to use Neal C. Wilson’s expression,53 
and an expanding conception of its role.

In the area o f ex- 
trachurch relations, 
or relations between the church and people 

and institutions outside the church, the 
church’s understanding of its mission has 
undergone careful examination in recent 
years. In several writings, beginning with 
two articles in SPECTRUM,54 Gottfried 
Oosterwal, the most prolific contibutor to 
this discussion, challenges the church to re
think its conception of mission and to estab
lish its missionary endeavors on a firm 
theoretical foundation. His basic claim is that 
“mission” defines the essential purpose of the 
church, and he calls for a new understanding 
as to what constitutes mission activity and 
who represent “missionaries.” According to 
Oosterwal, mission is not merely one among 
the several responsibilities of the church, but 
its one fundamental task. Every church activ
ity should be evaluated in light of its contri
bution to the fulfillment of this task. Because 
mission is the work of the church as a whole, 
not of a special class of church members, the 
conventional distinction between ministers 
and laymen must give way to a new concept 
of the laity as the whole people of God com
mitted to one common goal. Besides his con
structive reformulation of the concept of mis
sion and the procedural innovations that log
ically follow, Oosterwal’s work is notable 
for its use of mission as the most fundamental 
ecclesiological category. For Oosterwal, 
missiology—or doctrine of mission—is not

merely one aspect of ecclesiology. When 
properly formulated, it is nothing less than a 
full-fledged doctrine of the church.

The general surge of social consciousness 
in the past several years, particularly in the 
United States, has also had its counterpart in 
the Adventist Church. A number of Advent
ists are convinced that the church should take 
a position on certain topics of social and polit
ical importance. In particular, the church 
should officially become involved with the 
struggle for equal rights among minorities in 
the United States.55 The question of theolog
ical significance here is whether the church as 
a corporate entity, and not merely its mem
bers as individuals, should assert itself vis-a- 
vis other institutions in society and cooperate 
with other institu tions for social im 
provements. A number of Adventists have 
answered “yes” to this question, insisting 
that the church cannot avoid its responsibil
ity to speak out on social issues, indeed, that 
such action is integral to its witness in the 
world.56 Others, however, argue that such 
activity will distract the church from its prin
cipal task and divert its attention and energy 
to matters secondary to its ultimate con
cern.57

Eschatology
The doctrine of last things, which con

cludes the standard systematic theology, is 
especially important to Seventh-day Advent
ists, and they have given it considerable at
tention. Since Adventism arose from the 
Millerite expectation of Christ’s imminent re
turn, its nature and purpose have always been 
related to its situation at “the end of time.” 
Adventists describe themselves as the “rem
nant church” entrusted with God’s last 
warning message to the w orld. C on
sequently, the continued passage of time 
without the fulfillment of their hopes chal
lenges the basic self-understanding of Ad
ventists, despite their generally remarkable 
progress in areas such as institutional size and 
complexity.

Adventist theologians have responded to 
this challenge in different ways. One is by 
examining the cause for the delay and 
suggesting ways of bringing it to an end. 
According to Herbert Douglass, Christ has 
postponed His return because His people



have failed to develop their characters suffi
ciently. They have not yet become the “qual
ity people” who will reproduce Christ’s 
moral achievement and decisively vindicate 
God’s government.58 Others attribute the 
delay to a widespread lack of enthusiasm for 
evangelism among Adventists, especially 
among ministers, and call for deeper com
mitment and more efficient programs for 
finishing the work.59

In contrast to these 
various forms of 

self-criticism, Adventists have also re
sponded to the delay in more positive terms. 
Contributors to the SPECTRUM issue on 
eschatology offer several reasons for a re
vised assessment of the delay.60 From an 
analysis of apocalyptic movements in gener
al, Jonathan Butler concludes that the 
apocalyptic perspective of Adventism is vali
dated by its critique of civilization and the 
quality of life it affirms, whether or not its 
chronology turns out to be accurate. Recall
ing the change in attitude toward the time of 
Christ’s return in the New Testament writ
ings, Roy Branson discerns a parallel shift in 
Adventist eschatology, from the Millerite 
period, when the Second Coming was im
mediately expected, to the turn of the cen
tury, when Christ’s return was clearly in the 
future. By putting the present in a new per
spective, he argues, this shift opened the way 
for the extensive development of institutions 
for which Adventists are well known, and 
provides the permanent justification for ac
tive involvement in the concerns of this 
world. Richard W. Coffen insists that the 
writer of the Apocalypse anticipated the ad
vent in the near rather than the distant future, 
and Tom Dybdahl argues that we properly 
await and hasten the Second Coming by faith
fully doing our work each day, rather than 
trying to figure out when it will happen or 
what it will take to hurry it along.

Although the views expressed in these ar
ticles are by no means unanimous—the con
tributions of Branson and Coffen disagree, 
for example, as to whether the New Testa
ment writers uniformly expected Christ’s 
immediate return—they generally illustrate 
two features of some of the church’s recent

thinking on the advent. One is the conviction, 
expressed elsewhere by Jack Provonsha and 
Sakae Kubo,61 that the advent hope has as 
much to do with life in the present as with life 
in the future. The other is that this concern 
for the meaning of the present in no way 
diminishes the expectation of Christ’s even
tual return. If anything, Branson maintains, 
it expresses the confidence that what Christ 
has already accomplished guarantees the cer
tainty of His return in the near future.62

Sabbath
Adventist theologians have probably been 

most creative in recent years in their interpre
tations of the Sabbath, a topic which is hardly 
more than mentioned in many systematic 
theologies. (Barth’s Church Dogmatics is a 
happy exception.) Several Adventist schol
ars, including N iels-Erik Andreasen, 
Samuele Bacchiocchi, Fritz Guy and Sakae 
Kubo, have devoted doctoral dissertations 
and/or subsequent books to a discussion of 
some aspect of the Sabbath.63 And a number 
of articles exploring the meaning of the Sab
bath have appeared, notably in Insight, the 
church’s publication for young people. The 
SPECTRUM issue entitled “The Festival of 
the Sabbath” testifies to this growing interest 
and contains some of the principal themes in 
this developing theology of the Sabbath.64

“Adventist thought on 
theological method is still 
in an early stage 
of development.”

What is especially striking about these 
SPECTRUM articles is not only the fresh
ness of their approach to this traditional pillar 
ofAdventist belief, but also the scope of ideas 
encompassed by the Sabbath theme. One in
terpreter sees the Sabbath as a symbol of the 
relatedness and ultimacy o f G od.65 For 
another, the Sabbath illuminates the tem
poral quality of human existence.66 Others 
find in the Sabbath a powerful expression of 
redemption, both as accomplished by Christ 
and as experienced by the believer.67 The



Sabbath is also related to the believing com
munity as a symbol of covenant fellowship 
and as a means of establishing social har
mony.68 Finally, the Sabbath presents an an
swer to the transience of all human ac
complishments and points in various ways to 
man’s ultimate destiny in eternity.69

Going beyond the familiar legal aspects of 
the fourth commandment, these writers have 
found in the Sabbath a deeper understanding 
of God, man, salvation, church and human 
destiny. When the themes in these articles are 
sketched in this (by now) familiar sequence, 
the Sabbath emerges as a potential organizing 
principle for all aspects of Christian faith. In 
other words, these articles suggest that a fully 
developed theology of the Sabbath can as
sume the proportions of a comprehensive 
systematic theology. In addition, almost all 
the contributors emphasize the role of the 
Sabbath experience as the means of appro
priating personally the various truths de
scribed. Far more than just one of Advent
ism’s distinctive doctrines, then, the Sabbath 
may represent its most profound theological 
and experiential resource.

We noticed earlier that 
theology can refer 

both to religious beliefs and to the enterprise 
of reflecting on these beliefs. Having looked 
at some of the ways in which the beliefs of 
Adventists have developed in recent years, 
we now need to ask how the ways in which 
Adventists reflect upon their beliefs have also 
changed. On the most general level, Advent
ists have simply become more theologically 
conscious. They believe that it is important 
not only to be doctrinally correct, but also to 
articulate their beliefs as carefully and sys
tematically as possible. This growing interest 
in theological reflection can be seen in the 
establishment of doctoral programs at the 
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Semi
nary at Andrews University, and in the rising 
number of Adventists who have pursued 
graduate study in systematic theology or 
closely related areas such as philosophy of 
religion and Christian ethics. The establish
ment of the Association of Adventist Forums 
and its official journal, SPECTRUM, also 
testifies to the strength of the conviction that

Adventists’ beliefs need sophisticated reflec
tion.

Explicit calls for such reflection have been 
issued in SPECTRUM articles by Herold 
Weiss and William G. Johnsson.70 In addition, 
the series on Adventist theologians em
phasizes the contributions of those who have 
led the way in fulfilling this task, such as 
Edward W. H. Vick and Jean Zurcher.71

Adventists have also suggested some rather 
specific criteria for theological reflection. 
Wrestling with the problem of how to avoid 
destructive innovation while attempting to 
communicate the Adventist message with 
greater sophistication, Charles Scriven 
suggests that the theologian “work within 
the tradition.” That is, he should treat it, 
however critically, with love and respect, 
rather than “come at it from the outside,” or 
regard it with hostility and disrespect.72 
Others, however, propose a more formal 
guarantee of theological adequacy. In a long 
supplement to Ministry entitled “A Conserva
tive Approach to Theology,”73 E. Edward 
Zinke of the Bible Research Institute, asserts 
that Adventist theology is distinguished by 
an approach to theology that arises out of 
Scripture. Occasionally, sounding like Karl 
Barth, Zinke maintains that the revelation in 
Scripture is simply a “given,” and must be 
accepted solely on its own terms. Any at
tempt to apply to the claims of Scripture 
some external criterion, he insists, inevitably 
results in a distortion of the biblical truth, the 
forcing of Scripture’s message to an alien 
mold.

Neither of these positions is really satisfac
tory. The personal sincerity of the theologian 
can be neither a criterion nor an objective in 
evaluating theology for a number of reasons, 
not the least of which is its notorious inacces
sibility. And Zinke’s position, among other 
things, leaves us without any means of iden
tifying divine revelation or evaluating rival 
claims to revealed authority. Nevertheless, 
whereas Adventist thought on theological 
method is still in an early stage of develop
ment, it is now a matter of explicit concern 
within the Adventist community, and arti
cles such as these have helped to make it so.

In addition to establishing certain criteria 
for appropriate theological reflection, Ad



ventists have begun to offer theological pro
posals with such criteria specifically in mind. 
One example is Jack Provonsha’s God Is With 
Us.74 It deals with a number of familiar 
themes, such as the Atonement and the Sec
ond Coming, but it attempts to do so with 
the aid of reason and in a way sensitive to the 
difficulty of the modern mind under the tra
ditional claims of Christianity. Moreover, 
the author makes use of contemporary re
sources such as behavioral science to inter
pret ancient ideas like sin and salvation.

Charles Scriven’s book, The Demons Have 
Had It: A Theological ABC 75 is also sensitive 
to the problems of modern man. It begins by 
considering the prevalent question of mean
ing in life and goes on to argue that the truths 
expressed in the various doctrines of Chris
tianity provide the only adequate basis for an 
affirmative answer to the question. Like Pro- 
vonsha, Scriven, too, makes use of contem
porary interpretations of Christianity, such 
as those of Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
Reinhold Niebuhr, Wolfhart Pannenberg 
and Paul Tillich. In both their general ap
proach to Christian beliefs and the resources 
they employ, works like these indicate that 
Seventh-day Adventists have begun to take 
seriously what Christian theology in general 
now regards as its most pressing challenge — 
the task of interpreting the Christian message 
to a contemporary audience who finds its 
historic claims increasingly problematic.

Some important theo
logical questions 

have not been treated at any length in SPEC
TRUM. In the area of soteriology, for exam
ple, the widely discussed topics of righteous
ness by faith, perfection and the nature of 
Christ received relatively little attention until 
the issue which devoted several articles to 
Paxton’s The Shaking of Adventism.16 Perhaps 
the editors believe that these topics have re
ceived sufficient consideration in other de
nominational publications. Or they may feel 
thatAdventists do not have anything particu
larly distinctive to say about them, in com
parison with other Christian groups.

The typical theological concerns of the 
most elusive, and important, segment of 
church membership, the “general” or “aver

age” church member, are, of course, the most 
difficult to identify. They probably are 
primarily soteriological, focusing on what is 
needed for personal salvation. This may ex
plain the continuing interest in the question 
of what righteousness by faith really is and in 
whether or not the church has ever grasped 
this doctrine in its clarity.

Future Work
Our review indicates that there is no single 

pervasive concern or dominant emphasis in 
current Seventh-day Adventist theology. 
While a diversity of theological interests and 
opinions is certainly healthy for the church, it 
would also be beneficial if a good share of the 
church’s theologians would work from a few 
basic theological themes. If we were to 
suggest an agenda for the church’s theolo
gians, therefore, its most important items 
would be to define the essential theme of 
Seventh-day Adventist theology and to ex
plain the contents of Christian faith as a 
whole on this basis, or construct a com
prehensive Seventh-day Advenitst theology 
whose various parts are integrated by means 
of this central idea. The richness of the recent 
studies on the Sabbath suggests that this doc
trine may provide just the basis for this un
dertaking. The fulfillment of this construc
tive task could establish the unity of Advent
ist thought, and it could also lead to further 
work in comparatively neglected aspects of 
Adventist theology, such as the doctrines of 
God and man. Such a theological endeavor 
will meet the needs of Adventists today, 
however, only if it is contemporary as well as 
comprehensive. That is to say, only if it con
sciously attempts to speak to the particular 
problems of ultimately believing in anything 
in the modern world.

Besides this general need for comprehen
sive and constructive theological reflection, 
there are also more specific items which de
serve immediate attention. One is to define 
the nature and function of Ellen G. White’s 
ministry. This need is evident from a variety 
of questions, including not only the age of 
the earth question and the literary depend
ence discussion, but also the sharply contrast
ing interpretations of Christ’s humanity, 
whose proponents appeal with equal cer
tainty to her statements. Far too much



“theological” discussion consists of merely 
stringing together quotations from Ellen G. 
White and announcing a conclusion, rather 
than carefully interpreting the material ap
pealed to . Her wide-ranging writings need to 
be carefully reflected upon, interrelated and 
analyzed in light of their historical context. 
The formulation of some basic principles of 
interpretation would prevent her from being 
misused and would clarify the relation of her 
writings to the Bible. In short, what is 
needed is a full-fledged hermeneutic of Ellen 
White’s writings.

“Far too much ‘theological* 
discussion consists of merely 
stringing together quotations 
from Ellen G. White and announc
ing a conclusion, rather than 
carefully interpreting the 
material appealed to.**

Another specific issue which deserves im
mediate theological attention is the doctrine 
of the church. No doctrinal developments in 
recent years are likely to have more far- 
reaching effects for Adventists than the im
plicit theological developments in this area. 
But the doctrine of the church is far too im
portant to be allowed to develop implicitly.
It demands the concerted effort of the 
church’s entire theological community.

If  the challenges to 
Seventh-day Ad
ventist theology are formidable, the oppor

tunities confronting Adventist theology have 
probably never been more favorable. Besides 
an increasing number of theologians within 
the church, the situation outside the church 
may have become particularly receptive to 
their work. There is a growing sense of 
theological identity on the part of conserva
tive Christians in America, and a greater will
ingness on the part of the general theological 
community to hear what they have to say. 
Harper and Row recently published a two- 
volume work by Donald G. Bloesch, Essen
tials of Evangelical Theology, and the fourth 
volume has just appeared of what may be
come the definitive statement of the evangel

ical position, God, Revelation, and Authority, 
by Carl F. H. Henry.77 An example of the 
interest stimulated by such efforts is the fact 
that Union Seminary Quarterly Review de
voted its Winter 1977 issue to a consideration 
of “The Evangelicals.” All of this indicates 
that the religious world at large may now be 
more interested in a scholarly presentation 
of Adventist theology than ever before.

To determine whether the church can meet 
this opportunity, we need to take a close look 
at the vehicles for scholarly theological ex
pression available to Adventists. Among the 
church’s offical periodicals, Insight, Ministry 
and the Adventist Review regularly contain ar
ticles of theological significance. O f these, 
the Ministry is probably the only one to reach 
a sizable number of non-Adventists, due to 
the project which regularly sends copies of 
the journal to Christian clergymen of all de
nominations in North America. During the 
past ten years, SPECTRUM has provided a 
helpful outlet for theological reflection, al
though its articles are geared primarily for 
the educated Adventist layman and it in
cludes a wide variety of material. Because of 
its independent status, SPECTRUM has 
been able to present articles of an innovative 
or provocative nature that would not likely 
appear within the church’s official publica
tions. It is encouaging to see the church’s 
publishing houses offering substantial 
theological works, like the Anvil Series of 
Southern Publishing Association. But de
nominational publishing houses are princi
pally concerned with sales among Adventist 
readers, and their books have little circula
tion outside the church.

It is significant that there is no journal de
voted primarily to Adventist theology as 
such. The most obvious place to look for a 
scholarly presentation of Adventist theology 
is the official publication of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological Seminary, which is 
sent to university and seminary libraries 
throughout the country. However, Andrews 
University Seminary Studies is noteworthy for 
its paucity of theological articles. Over the 
years, it has been much more concerned with 
archaeology and history than with theological 
matters. One suggestion deserves careful 
consideration as a way o f encouraging



theological reflection within the church and 
its communication to the non-Adventist 
theological world. This is the formation of a 
scholarly society of the church’s theologians 
with a regular publication of its own. The 
opportunity to meet together on a regular 
basis, as do members of other professional 
societies, and a more or less autonomous or

ganization might help to provide the free
dom and cohesiveness needed to stimulate 
significant theological conversation.

At any rate, the SDA theological commu
nity has its work cut out for it. It has growing 
resources, growing challenges and growing 
opportunities. We can hope that its ac
complishments will be equally impressive.
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Tensions Between 
Religion and Science
by Molleurus Couperus

Are scientific and reli
gious views of reality 
complementary or conflicting? Can one ac

cept the Bible as divine revelation and also 
accept the validity of scientific theories re
garding origins? Can a competent and honest 
scientist also be a committed and sincere 
Seventh-day Adventist? Attempting to an
swer such questions led to a decade of tension 
and struggle for Adventist intellectuals and 
church administrators.

Two General Conference institutions were 
directly immersed in issues of science and 
theology: the Geoscience Research Institute 
(GRI) and Biblical Research Institute (BRI). 
During the seventies, both were pushed into 
apologetic roles that saw them promote
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strongly conservative, if not fundamentalist, 
attitudes toward the nature and authority of 
science and Scripture.

Those who resisted change in the relation 
of science and religion feared especially that 
the findings of science would weaken the 
authority of Ellen White. In order to protect 
the Bible and Ellen White from the theories 
of modern science, they questioned the au
thority of science as an independent avenue 
to truth. In general, efforts to practice “true 
science” as a search for substantiation of 
long-treasured beliefs and authorities charac
terized church-sponsored publications.

But at the same time, the church’s con
tinued commitment to higher education 
produced a whole new generation ofAdvent- 
ist scholars with advanced degrees and per
sonal commitments to the open and critical 
methods of scholarship. Godfrey Anderson 
(1969) expressed the viewpoint of these 
scholars:


