The Church and
Its Future

Adventist Theology Today

by Fritz Guy

In spite of the painful
theological tensions
currently felt in the church, Adventist theol-
ogy still has a transcendent vocation: it is
challenged with a task that is full of potential
good both for the church and for the con-
temporary world. For Adventist theology
can speak to the present human situation
with hope, and the world needs to hear what
it has to say.

Idealogically the world is predominantly
secular; its interest is concentrated in the here
and now, and it lacks an ultimate point of
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reference for meaning and value. Politically
the world is idolatrous, worshipping substi-
tute gods such as national power and material
affluence. Economically the world is unjust
and ecologically it is precarious, with the
affluent minority worrying over energy to
run its machines while the impoverished
majority worries over food to maintain
human bodies. It is for this world that
Adventist theology has good news. In stress-
ing God’s transcendence and holiness, his
work of eschatological judgment and ulti-
mate renewal, his call to stewardship and
service it has a message of relevance to the
world’s present needs.

Yet we cannot ignore the continuing
theological discussions within the church. If
Adventist theology is going to speak to the
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world with power, we must be sure that the
various questions that currently agitate it are
not potentially fatal. Once we are reassured
about this, we can explore some of the ele-
ments of Adventist theology that enable it to
respond to the problems and perplexities of
the present world. Finally, we must consider
the practical need of providing an appropri-
ate context for Adventist theology as an ac-
tivity within the community of faith.

Every theology, of

course, faces the chal-
lenge of unanswered questions, loose ends,
unfinished business; and Adventist theology
is no exception. The questions that are in-
volved here, however, are manageable and
need not be felt as threatening to the validity
and viability of Adventist theology as a
whole. On the contrary, they can be re-
garded not merely as problems to be solved,
but as occasions for theological growth.

In spite of the amount and variety of recent
attention to the doctrine of the sanctuary,
more work needs to be done' before a final
answer can be given to a basic question: is the
historic Adventist understanding of the
sanctuary in heaven and its “cleansing” fully
warranted by Scripture, interpreted accord-
ing to generally accepted principles of
exegesis? In response to this question at least
four different preliminary answers have been
offered. Each of them is logically possible
and has its own distinctive values; but each
one also carries its own theological difficul-
ties.

The first answer is that the doctrine of the
sanctuary is indeed warranted by Scripture,
and should be maintained and proclaimed in
the same form in which it was developed by
J. N. Loughborough, Uriah Smith, and
James White in the 1850s.? This has been the
answer of traditional Adventism, but it has
not yet been established to everyone’s satis-
faction. Even the best discussions® of the
sanctuary symbolism in the prophecy of
Daniel have not identified a clear biblical
basis for the idea of a heavenly investigative
judgment that scrutinizes the life record of
every person in history who has claimed the
promise of salvation in Christ.* The recent
tendency to refer to a pre-Advent judgment
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rather than an investigative judgment® may
be a tacit recognition of the problem here.

The opposite answer, on the other hand, is
that the doctrine of the sanctuary is not war-
ranted by Scripture, and should be revised or
rejected. This answer has been seriously
suggested at various points in the history of
Adventist thought up to and including the
present; but it has never been widely ac-
cepted, and it has always been officially re-
jected whenever it has become the focus of
attention.® The reason for the strong reaction
against this answer is probably the enormous
importance of the doctrine of the sanctuary
for the religious experience of the early
Sabbath-observing Adventists. For it was
crucial to their self-understanding, and we
are their direct spiritual and theological de-
scendents.” Whatever the biblical evidence or
theological reasoning involved, it would be
extremely difficult for the community of
faith as a whole to conclude that so central a
historic affirmation is no longer tenable, be-
cause such a conclusion might well resultin a
traumatic crisis of identity for the total com-
munity as well as for individual members.
Another problem with this answer is that it
raises a difficult question regarding the
theological function of the ministry of Ellen
White, who explicitly affirmed the doctrine
of the sanctuary in its midnineteenth-century
form.

A third answer, similar to the first, is that
the doctrine of the sanctuary is warranted by
Scripture when it is interpreted according to
distinctive Adventist principles of exegesis.
This answer has not (to my knowledge) been
formally proposed; but it has been suggested
in classroom discussion and private conver-
sation. It is theologically plausible, and it is
attractive to those who want to emphasize
the unique elements of Adventist theology.
Nevertheless, it presents a major problem;
for it means that the validity of these distinc-
tive principles of exegesis must be established
before the doctrine of the sanctuary can be
seen as biblically credible. That is, people
would have to learn to read the Bible in a
new, ‘“Adventist,” way before they could
recognize the scriptural basis of this doctrine.

Yet a fourth answer, which may be re-
garded as a combination of some aspects of
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the second and the third, is that although the
doctrine of the sanctuary is not warranted by
Scripture itself, it is adequately warranted by
the prophetic reinterpretation of Scripture by
Ellen White. This answer has only recently
been explicitly formulated,?® but it has often
been implied by Adventist interpretations of
the relevant biblical materials. It is also im-
plied by the comment, often heard these
days, thatin the current discussions about the
sanctuary and the investigative judgment,
the bottom line is the authority of Ellen
White. This answer seems, however, to con-
flict with the historic assertion of Adventist

““The prophetic role of Ellen
White is as indispensable to
Adventist theology as it is to
Adventist history; to ignore it
would be impossible, and even
to try to do so would

be irresponsible.’’

theology, paralleled by Ellen White’s own
conviction, that the Bible alone is ‘““the stand-
ard by which all teaching and experience
must be tested.”’® Also, this answer makes an
acknowledgment of the prophetic mission of
Ellen White a logically necessary prerequisite
to a recognition of the validity of the doctrine
of the sanctuary.

Since each of these answers remains prob-
lematic in its own way, Adventist theology
will no doubt continue its efforts to under-
stand the scriptural witness more complete-
ly. It may be that a more satisfactory answer
will come by means of careful reflection on
the experiential and theological meaning of
the ministry of Christ in the sanctuary in
heaven and the work of judgment which that
ministry involves.'

he prophetic role of
Ellen White is as in-
dispensable to Adventist theology as it is to
Adventist history; to ignore it would be im-
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possible, and even to try to do so would be
irresponsible. So there is no question about
taking Ellen White seriously; the question,
rather, concerns the precise role her work
should play in Adventist theology. More
specifically, is her expressed understanding
of the meaning of a particular biblical state-
ment decisive in determining our exegesis of
that statement?!! Further, should her under-
standing of a particular theological issue de-
termine our present understanding of that
issue regardless of all other considerations?
And is her authority alone sufficient to estab-
lish a doctrine of the church in the absence of
a clear biblical witness to that doctrine?'?

These questions emerge not only from the
ongoing discussion of the doctrine of the
sanctuary just cited, but also from the work
of Adventist biblical scholars whose exegeti-
cal work may lead to an understanding of
some part of Scripture that is different from
the understanding expressed by Ellen White.

Two principle answers have been offered
in this regard, but neither is without some
difficulties.

The first answer is that the authority of
Ellen White is equivalent to that of Scripture.
This answer is confirmed by popular
Adventist piety (as indicated, for example, in
the material typically selected for devotional
reading) and by the function of Ellen White
materials in general religious discussion
within the church (as published, for example,
in the Adventist Review). But this answer has
never been officially asserted by the church;
on the contrary, it has often been publicly
denied,? and it runs counter to Ellen White’s
own declarations regarding the relation of
her work to the Bible.'* If this answer were
taken seriously, it would require the church
to define the function of Adventist exegesis
as discovering and expounding biblical evi-
dence to support Ellen White’s interpretation
of the text.

The second answer is that the authority of
Ellen White is subordinate to that of the Bi-
ble. But this answer presents the difficult
challenge of defining the ‘“subordinate au-
thority” of a prophetic ministry. If the au-
thority is in fact “‘subordinate,” then in prin-
ciple it can be overruled by the higher author-
ity to which one has a right to appeal; but if
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prophetic authority can be thus overruled, in
what sense is it indeed “‘authority”?

The considerations here must take into ac-
count the evidence that Ellen White made
extensive use of the literary work of others,
from whom she evidently derived both in-
formation and wording.'* But this evidence
is not at all decisive either way, for literary
and informational borrowing is a common
phenomenon in Scripture too, as well as in
many other kinds of writing both ancient and
modern.

Like the question of the biblical basis of the
doctrine of the sanctuary, the question of the
theological authority of Ellen White deserves
and demands continuing, constructive atten-
tion, not just because it is a subject of current
interest in the church, but also because it has
profound implications for the future shape of
Adventist theology as a whole.

Until it was eclipsed by
the recent discus-
sions of the sanctuary and Ellen White’s use
of literary sources, the subject that evoked
the most spirited theological debate, and was
allegedly responsible for “‘the shaking of
Adventism,”'® was the proper understand-
ing of righteousness by faith. It could easily
be argued that this subject is just as crucial
theologically as either of the others, and even
more important experientially. For the ques-
tion here is, “What is the Adventist under-
standing of the heart of the gospel?”

Two main alternative answers have been
given. One is that the heart of the gospel is
justification, the new status of the Christian;
and the other is that the heart of the gospel is
sanctification, the new life of the Christian.
But since these answers do not seem to be
mutually exclusive, it might be supposed
that they could be combined into a third,
better answer — namely, that the heart of the
gospel is union with Christ, the new creation
that includes both the new status and the new
life. But on further consideration, this third
appears not to be a genuine alternative to the
other two after all; for each of them already
includes the other as a secondary element,
and it is not clear that the two elements could
be given actually equal emphasis. So the
question can be reformulated: “Is the essen-
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tial message of the gospel a matter of justifi-
cation, of which sanctification is the inevita-
ble behavioral consequence; or is it a matter
of sanctification, for which justification is the
necessary prerequisite experience?”’

The broader theological implications of
this question become evident with the intro-
duction of important related questions. In the
area of Christology the corollary question is,
“Did Jesus have exactly the same human na-
ture as the rest of humanity?” “Was he just
like us?” In anthropology the question is,
“What are the effects of Adam’s sin, and how
are they transmitted?” In eschatology, the
question is, “Has the Second Coming been
delayed by the failure of God’s people (in
proclamation, in spiritual maturity, or in
some other way)?” Because of the inter-
relatedness of all these questions, one can
speak broadly of two “families” of Adventist
theology: one “family”” emphasizes justifica-
tion, the uniqueness of Christ’s nature, and
the radical character of human depravity; the
other “family”” emphasizes sanctification, the
similarity of Christ’s nature to that of re-
deemed humanity, and the possibility of
overcoming sin as Christ did.

In regard to the question concerning the
essential meaning of the gospel, both an-
swers can arise from genuine pastoral con-
cern. The one that emphasizes justification
reflects a sensitivity to the need for liberation,
assurance, and joy of experienced forgive-
ness; the one that emphasizes sanctification
reflects a recognition of the need for the be-
havioral consequences of spiritual growth
and practical religion. Besides, each of these
two answers can claim the virtue of'its special
relation to the Christian tradition: the em-
phasis on justification is a reaffirmation of the
Reformation (and Pauline) insight of sola
fide;'” and the emphasis on sanctification can
be given a uniquely Adventist dimension in
relation to the so-called “harvest principle.”'®
But it should be recognized by everyone con-
cerned with this question that neither the
pastoral concern nor the historical relationship
is theologically decisive, so the choice between
the alternative answers must be made on other
grounds.

The continuing discussion of this question
may be facilitated by a recognition of two
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distinctions. The first is the difference be-
tween a commitment to God’s will (which is
involved in justification and the relationship
to Christ as Lord), and a behavioral actualiza-
tion of God’s will (which is the meaning of
sanctification). Thus justification includes a
will, but a different kind of interest from that
involved in sanctification. The second useful
distinction is the difference between sanctifi-

“Does the fact that Christ

has not yet returned call for

a reexamination of Adventist
eschatology? Can the church
believe and proclaim an
‘imminent’ Second Advent for

an indefinite length of time?

Is there any way to continue

an authentic Adventist theology?*’

cation as a possibility of grace and as a require-
ment for salvation (or for translation into
heaven, or for the occurrence of the Escha-
ton). Sanctification may thus be understood
in terms of a gift rather than a demand. It is
not to be expected that a recognition of these
distinctions will solve the tensions between
the two ways of understanding the meaning
of the gospel, and thus obviate further dis-
cussion; but such a recognition may make the
ongoing discussion more constructive.

f less general interest

to the church as a
whole, but of great importance to some
within its academic community, is the ques-
tion of origins: “When and how did God
bring the world to its present condition and
establish life (especially human life)?”’ Be-
cause the theological issue here is first of all a
matter of the proper interpretation of Scrip-
ture, the question may be rewritten this way:
“How literally should we understand the
Genesis narratives of creation and the ac-
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companying chronological data?”’ Here
again a range of answers is theoretically pos-
sible.

One answer is a strict literalism, maintain-
ing a seven-day creation process that oc-
curred no more than 6,000 years ago. Many
(if not most) Adventists are entirely comfort-
able with this answer, although the available
historical and archaeological data seem to re-
quire more time than 6,000 years.

A second answer is a less-strict literalism,
maintaining a seven-day process of creation
that occurred perhaps 8,000 to 12,000 years
ago. Many Adventists who are profession-
ally involved in biblical or theological studies
are more inclined to this answer than the first
one; this takes account of the historical and
archaeological evidence, but there remains
the problem of the great amount and diver-
sity of geological and paleontological evi-
dence that seems to suggest an extremely
long span of time."’

A third answer is a nonliteral interpreta-
tion, maintaining an evolutionary develop-
ment that was divinely directed and that in-
cluded the emergence of hominid forms of
life approximately 1.5 million years ago.
Only a very small minority of Adventists
seems to be attracted to this answer, which is
beset by a major theological obstacle: it is
extremely difficult to incorporate the notion
of an evolutionary process of some 2 billion
years into an Adventist understanding of the
Sabbath (which is explicitly related to a
seven-day creation in Genesis 2:2-3 and
Exodus 20:11; 31:17), of the relation of sin
and death (especially human death), and of a
catastrophic, supernatural end of history
(which seems to presuppose a similarly sud-
den, supernatural origin of history). Fur-
thermore, the witness of Ellen White is
explicitly and emphatically against this third
answer.?’

While this question does not loom as large
on the Adventist theological horizon as it did a
few years ago, it raises the fundamental issue of
the relevance of “secular” (that is, nonrevelat-
ory) knowledge for religious belief and
theological understanding. In the modern
Western world, for example, it seems impos-
sible to deny or ignore any significant body of
scientific evidence and still be credible to others



Volume 12, Number 1

(and perhaps even to oneself). Thus if evolu-
tionary theory is not tolerable in the context of
Adventist theology, some alternative theory
must be developed to make sense of the mass
of available evidence. Although interest in the
question of the process of creation and the age
of the earth has temporarily receded, it has not
disappeared completely; and it will surely be
revived sooner or later, either by internal con-
cerns within the community of faith or by our
relationship to the culture in which we live and
to which we are called to proclaim the Advent
message.

wo other questions

deserve serious theo-
logical consideration in the near future, even
though they have not yet attracted any wide-
spread or sustained attention.

The first of these additional questions con-
cerns the meaning of the continuation of
human history because of the nonoccurrence
of the Eschaton. Does the fact that Christ has
not yet returned call for a reexamination of
Adventist eschatology? Can the church be-
lieve and proclaim an “imminent” Second
Advent for an indefinite length of time? If so,
what is the meaning of the idea of “immi-
nence’’? But if not, is there any way to con-
tinue an authentic (and not merely nostalgic
or cultural) Adventist theology?*!

The second issue is the relationship of
Adventism to the larger Christian commu-
nity. Is Adventism called to be the consum-
mation, the quintessence of Christianity? If
s0, is it to try to become, religiously speak-
ing, all things to all people everywhere? And
how then is one to understand the role of
other Christians in the world? Are they in
some sense second-class Christians? Or is
Adventism a kind of theological “family,”
different from other “families” (Anglican,
Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, Pentecos-
tal, and so on) but sustaining a similar rela-
tion to the whole? Is Adventism, in other
words, merely a distinctive color in the
Christian rainbow?

So there is plenty of work for Adventist
theology to do in coming to a clearer under-
standing of eternal truth. Yet neither of these
last two questions, nor any of the preceding
four, nor all of them together, threaten the
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soundness and viability of Adventist theology
as a whole. Rather, they can contribute to its
excitement and vitality.

Besides the clarifica-
tion of answers to the
various questions of current and potential
interest within the church, the Adventist
theological agenda also includes the articula-
tion of a powerful message to a world that, as
suggested earlier, is ideologically secular,
politically idolatrous, economically unjust,
and ecologically precarious. This latter task is
just as important as the former, and just as
urgent; so our attention to it must not be
postponed until we have answered all our
internal questions.

The most pervasive motif in Adventist
theology is the affirmation of transcendence,
a recognition of the “otherness’’ that consti-
tutes the holiness of God. This theme is evi-
dent in the meaning of the Sabbath, a recur-
ring acknowledgment and experience of the
Ultimate Reality which is the source and
ground of our own reality, and which there-
fore gives meaning to our reality and at the
same time relativises it. Thus the Sabbath is
both a refutation of secularism and rejection
of idolatry; it is both a recognition of a trans-
cendent point of reference for our existence
in the world and a protest against the deifica-
tion of anything in the world. In a context of
economic affluence it is a protest against the
seduction of materialism, and in the presence
of political power it is a protest against every
form of tyranny.

The eschatological motif in Adventist
theology is closely related to that of trans-
cendence; it could indeed be seen as any
element of the transcendence motif. To look
for a kingdom of God beyond history is to
declare the provisional and ambiguous
character of every human structure, and the
fragmentary character of every human plan
and program.?? This is not to say that all
human structures and programs are equally
bad (or good), but that none is purely good
and therefore worthy of absolute allegiance.
While it is not the business of Adventist
theology to propose specific political or eco-
nomic reforms, its responsibility does in-
clude a witness and warning against the
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human pretension to absolute goodness.

A third motif in Adventist theology is the
idea of stewardship and service. Because the
Creator is Lord of the whole of human exis-
tence and because all human existence is in-
terrelated, every personal resource is in-
tended to be a means of actualizing the
Creator’s generous love. This is the potential
of grace in human existence. Thus the use of
one’s time, the care of one’s body, and the
spreading of one’s money are all part of a
person’s religious vocation and experience —
not, to be sure, in order to earn divine favor

‘A church cannot say to its theo-
logians and biblical scholars, any
more than a teacher can say to his
students, ‘You must not ask that
question. You must ask only safe
questions, the ones to which we
already know the answers.” *’

or to qualify for eternal life, but in order to be
an agency of gracious love in the world, to
relieve the pain and reduce the suffering of
one’s brothers and sisters. Similarly, the
world’s natural resources are gifts of grace.
While again it is not the business of Adventist
theology to propose specific responses to the
problems of poverty and ecological crisis, its
responsibility surely includes a call to aware-
ness, concern, and constructive action.

So it can be seen that Adventist theology is
broadly relevant to the contemporary human
situation. It can speak both critically and
creatively to many of the present needs of the
world, and it is called to do so.

f Adventist theology

is not fundamentally
threatened by the questions that currently
confrontit, and if it is existentially relevant to
the contemporary world, then our one re-
maining concern is whether constructive
theological activity can now be carried on
within the community of faith. Can the
church as a whole accept and encourage
theological development? If not, Adventist
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theology has a dim future, in spite of its
scriptural validity and contemporary rele-
vance. For if the community of faith does not
support the activity of theology, those who
are best prepared by education and experi-
ence to engage in it will decline to do so, and
the activity itself will become minimal and
haphazard.

The end of serious, vigorous theological
activity would not, of course, signal the end
of Adventism as a sociocultural phenome-
non, maintaining its distinctive lifestyle and
perpetuating its traditional understandings.
But an Adventism without constructive
theology would be incapable of fulfilling the
mission to the world that the very self-
understanding of Adventism entails. For the
community would have lost the possibility
of discovering “‘present truth”; it could only
remember and proclaim its “former truth.”

Thus the prospect for ongoing theological
activity — which is the future of Adventist
theology — depends on an atmosphere of
openness in the church. There must be an
openness to questions — questions that most
members of the community of faith are not
asking, either because they have not yet
thought of them, or are not sufficiently in-
terested in them, or are afraid to ask them.
The questions may sometimes seem ‘‘radi-
cal” in the sense that they probe the roots of
the community’s beliefs; but they must not
be ruled out of order on that account. A
church cannot say to its theologians and bib-
lical scholars, any more than a teacher can
say to his students, ‘“You must not ask that
question. You must ask only safe questions,
the ones to which we already know the an-
swers.”” Nor can the church regard the asking
of such questions as a mark of disloyalty. The
truth to which the church is committed is
clarified, not diminished, by investigation.?
Openness is the opposite of insecurity.

There must be openness to new evidence
— a willingness to acknowledge it, to take it
seriously, and to consider its possible impli-
cations for the improvement of our theologi-
cal understanding. On the one hand, this evi-
dence may be biblical. It may, for example,
be the result of a more careful exegesis of a
particular text, and therefore a clearer expres-
sion of its meaning (as in the case of the
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expression “within the veil” in the letter to
the Hebrews).** It may be a newly recog-
nized pattern among several parts of the Bi-
ble, a new whole that is greater than the sum
of its parts (such as the total biblical under-
standing of womanhood). It may be a
phenomenon of biblical revelation that dis-
closes some aspect of the revelatory process
(as do the similarities and differences of the
synoptic gospels). On the other hand, the
new evidence may be some secular knowl-
edge that assists us in the application of bibli-
cal principles and norms to the particularities
of our life in the twentieth century (such as
the recognition of the nonvolitional nature of
some instances of homosexual orientation).?
Whatever the evidence, it must always be
welcome; for truth is always preferable to
error, and truth is discovered by taking ac-
count of all evidence. Openness is the oppo-
site of obscurantism.

And there must be openness to the possi-
bility of alternative views within the basic
consensus of the community of faith — a
determination to interpret the consensus
broadly rather than narrowly. In other
words, there must be an ability to handle a
certain amount of ambiguity. For sometimes
the evidence is capable of varying interpreta-
tion, either because the evidence itself is not
decisive, or because different persons look at
the same evidence through different eyes.
Openness, however, is by no means a refusal
to come to a definite conclusion; it is instead
the ability to come to a conclusion of one’s
own without insisting that everyone else
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come to the same conclusion. Openness is
the opposite of dogmatism.

The encouragement of openness within
the church is the responsibility of the whole
community of faith, not least of all the ad-
ministrators and theologians in that commu-
nity. The role of administrative leadership
includes the communication of a sense of
assurance regarding the stability of the com-
munity’s fundamental beliefs, and a sense of
confidence regarding the loyalty of its schol-
ars. For their part, the scholars can initiate
responsible theological discussion, and also
provide for the church an example of listen-
ing to and learning from those whose views
differ from their own. And those who are
neither administrators nor theologians, but
who make up the great majority in the com-
munity of faith, can encourage openness by
participating in the ongoing discussions
whenever there is an opportunity, recogniz-
ing that the future of Adventist theology is
part of their future too.

In the light of the challenging but manage-
able questions currently being discussed, and
of the relevance of Adventist theology to the
problems and perplexities of our world, the
theological task of the church is worth
everyone’s best efforts. Fulfilling it is for the
good of those who need to hear the Advent
message in clarity and power, for our own
maturity in the understanding and experi-
ence of truth, and for the glory of God who is
the source and goal of all truth and all theol-
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