Taming Historical Criticism:
Adventist Biblical Scholarship
in the Land of the Giants

by Jerry Gladson

hen the Israelite spies returned

from reconnoitering the land of
Canaan, almost to a man they bore the woeful
tidings: “The land, through which we have gone,
to spy it out, is a land that devours its inhabitants;
and all the people whom we saw in it are men of
great stature . . . We are not able to go up against
the people, for they are stronger than we” (Num-
bers 13:32, 31, RSV).

I felt the same way when I entered Vanderbilt
University to take up graduate studies in Old
Testament. This was certainly the “land of the
giants,” and I wasn’t sure my backwoods theol-
ogy would be sufficient to slay the giant intellects
who inhabited it. I saw in each professor a formi-
dable adversary. In order to survive, I thought, I
must be able intellectually to impale him upon the
logic of my theological position. Since every
professor was an avowed historical critic, I was
tempted to transfer my insecurity into an adver-
sarial attitude toward the historical-critical meth-
od. Could this be the weapon “that devours its in-
habitants™?

That was 17 years ago. Since then I have had
numerous opportunities to observe the potential,
methods, and results of historical criticism. I be-
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lieve now, as I did then, that only one who has
actually used the historical-critical method really
has any idea of its advantages or limitations.
Historical criticism may be compared to a com-
plex surgical technique: only the surgeons who
use it are competent to judge its potential—or its
dangers. That was one reason I chose graduate
education outside denominational schools. I
wanted to find out what the method could doin an
environment not prejudiced against it, under
those skilled in its use.

During that same 17 years the controversy in
the Adventist church over the historical-critical
method has heated up, died down, and now seems
to be heating up again. The Annual Council re-
cently voted (1986) to accept the report of the
Methods of Bible Study committee. This commit-
tee had been reviewing the historical-critical
method and its effects on biblical authority for
more than three years before the report was ren-
dered. The report, which will be discussed briefly
below, struck at some of the harsher aspects of
historical criticism in words like these: “The his-
torical-critical method minimizes the need for
faithin God and obedience to His commandments
... [and] de-emphasizes the divine elementin the
Bible as an inspired book . . .”! In view of the
recent concern over this method at the higher
levels of the denomination, I wish to take a fresh
look at the historical-critical method as it relates
to Adventist biblical scholarship. Does it consti-
tute the danger envisioned by many in the church
and reflected in the Methods of Bible Study re-
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port? Are we justified in all the ado we are making
over historical criticism? Is there something we
can find in the method which will help us in our
mission? Or must we totally reject it out of hand
as a tool of the devil to distract and confuse our
faith in Scripture?

The Rise of Historical Criticism

istorical criticism is generally ac-

knowledged to have two main
roots.2 One of these developed out of the general
interest in antiquity during the Renaissance per-
iod. As if awakening from a stupor (renaissance
means “rebirth”), 14th-century people redis-
covered the past. Not only did classical art and
literature fascinate them, but in the religious
realm, manuscript collection and the searching of
the biblical text in its original languages piqued
their intellectual curiosity. The Protestant Re-
formers, influenced by this return to the sources,
broke with the massive tradition of the church and
began a quest to recover the literal text and mean-
ing of Scripture. Modern biblical scholarship can
be said to have begun with this Renaissance/Ref-
ormation emphasis on the literal, historical mean-
ing of the text.

The second and most controversial root came
later with the 18th-century rise of rationalism in
the period known as the Enlightenment. With
René Déscartes (1596-1650) and others, the locus
of authority shifted from Scripture (Protestant-
ism) and tradition (Roman Catholicism) to human
reason. Reason became the arbiter of truth, and
the Scripture, like everything else, came under the
dominance of a radical, rational analysis.? People
looked away from a remote God to the activity of
the human mind. Scholars of this period began to
apply to the Bible the same rational approaches
they would to ordinary literature. Thus to the
historical study of Scripture was added this “criti-
cal,” rational principle. It became historical criti-
cism. Since the word critical in this context has a
different meaning than usually associated with it,
we should clarify this term before going further.

Criticism in biblical study does not mean an
attack on the Bible. Rather, to cite the dictionary,
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it signifies the “art, skill, or profession of making
discriminating judgments and evaluations, esp. of
literary or other artistic works.” Historical criti-
cism means to make careful and discriminating
historical judgments about the biblical text. The
kinds of discriminating judgments one makes
about the Bible will be determined, in part, by the
presuppositions he or she brings to it. One in-
clined to rule out all supernatural intervention in
the affairs of humanity, as did the Cartesian ra-
tionalists, will discount those elements in Scrip-
ture; one open to such divine activity will not. In
other words, the particular judgments made about
the Bible are the result, not of historical criticism
per se, but of the interpreter’s own psychological’®
or philosophical orientation.

From the 17th century on, it must be admitted,
historical criticism was employed by those who
doubted or denigrated the transcendent in reli-
gion. Philosophically, they accepted an empirical
naturalism, especially visible in the work of
David Hume (1711-1776), which precluded any
supernatural causation. They linked the histori-

‘““Historical criticism,” for
many people, stood for an
attack on the historicity and
authenticity of the Scriptures.

cal-critical approach to this rationalistic assump-
tion. They therefore used the method in ways that,
from the orthodox point of view, led to radical
conclusions. Forexample, instead of crediting the
Pentateuch to Moses, it was traced instead back to
the folklore of tribal campfires. Isaiah was carved
into three or more parts and credited to authors
much later than the eighth-century prophet. The
historical Jesus became an elusive, legendary
mirage.

Such conclusions elicited strong resistance
from orthodox Christian (and Jewish) circles, not
only to the results, but to the method with which
they were obtained. The method came to be con-
fused with the conclusions. “Historical criti-
cism,” in many people’s minds, stood for an
attack on the historicity and authenticity of the
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Scriptures. What was not so apparent was thatem-
pirical philosophical presuppositions were being
confused with a basically historical methodology.

At this time, most scholars used historical
criticism in ways that reinforced these conclu-
sions. In his research into the relation of history to
religion, the German theologian, Ernst Troeltsch
(1865-1923), identified three principles that have
become the hallmark of this kind of historical
criticism:®

1. Because historical records, including those
of religion, only achieve probabilities, not cer-
tainties, one has to critically evaluate all history.
Biblical history per se cannot be accepted as au-
thentic. This is known as the principle of meth-
odological doubt.

2. In this evaluation, present experience pro-
vides the criterion by which the past is to be
judged. Events of biblical history must be meas-
ured by what occurs today. This is the principle of
analogy.

3. History, like the natural world, proceeds
through complex chains of cause and effect. For
every effect within history, therefore, there are
one or more immanent causes, which can be fur-
ther explained through antecedent immanent
causes and effects. Troeltsch called this the prin-
ciple of correlation.

The Troeltschian principles identify historical
criticism with a strict scientific method applied to
the historical texts. Pursued in pure Troeltschian
fashion, we would have to agree that historical
criticism would eventually reduce Scripture to the
level of human literature.

Historical Criticism Today

I n its earlier development, histori-
cal criticism was basically text-
centered. It started with the written text and made
little reference to extrabiblical epigraphic or arti-
factual evidence. To do this, it developed a series
of methods: text criticism (deciding the most
original reading in a text); source or literary criti-
cism (identifying oral and literary sources used by
biblical writers); form criticism (discerning life
settings and their impact on the use of Scripture
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portions); tradition criticism (tracing the develop-
ment of motifs and forms in biblical history); and
redaction criticism (studying the way biblical
writers have integrated their materials into
wholes). Many scholars tend to limit historical
criticism to these literary methods, with the ex-
ception of text criticism.”

The study of the Bible, however, has wit-
nessed further refinement in this text-centered,
historical-critical methodology. Rhetorical/aes-
thetical criticism, while not new, has been applied
with great vigor to the Bible, revealing the subtle
patterns of style and rhetorical function within the
biblical text. Canonical criticism draws attention
to how the arrangement of books and individual
texts within books have been received and func-
tion within the believing communities. Struc-
turalism, on the other hand, links text-centered
methodology with social and psychological con-
text by exploring the relationship between the
language of a text and the social and ideological
depth structures that give rise to it.

Often these newer literary approaches—struc-
turalism, canonical, and rhetorical criticism—are
divorced from the earlier and more historical
disciplines—text, source, form, tradition, and re-
daction criticism.?

To these literary, text-centered approaches
have been added in the course of the development
of modern biblical scholarship other supplemen-
tal, nontextual methods. Here may be included
archaeology and the study of ancient history;
sociology; anthropology; and the history of reli-
gions (comparative study of biblical and other
ancient religious systems).

With this confusing array of methodologies we
really need to ask: What is currently meant by
historical criticism? This definitional problem
confuses the sorting out of the many intricate
hermeneutical issues involved. Therefore, it
would be well to indicate the different directions
that are being taken, as the issue of defining the
historical-critical method looms large in the
Adventist debate over the method.

A number of scholars, such as Gerhard Hasel,
dean of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological
Seminary at Andrews University, limit this term
to the original, literary methods described above
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(with the exception of text criticism), and the
Troeltschian presuppositions usually attached to
them.’

We may call this the classical definition of the
method.

Other scholars retain the term historical-criti-
cal as a rubric under which all methods that em-
body historical as well as critical insight (in the
sense of careful analysis using various humanistic
models) are grouped. By this definition, all meth-
ods above would be included in what we might
describe as historical and critical approaches.!?

The problem, however, is that the historical-
critical method has been too closely bound to the
naturalistic assumptions reflected in Troeltsch. Is

The question, as it is for Adventists
in Ellen White, is whether we can
see divine transcendence (inspira-
tion) operating in, through, and
under ancient literary conventions?
This is the real issue at stake.

it possible to free historical criticism from these
assumptions, and thus use it in a more theological
context? I join a number of contemporary biblical
scholars in believing itis possible. Atleast two as-
sumptions sometimes attributed to the historical-
critical method need to be distinguished.

First, the historical-critical method assumes
that biblical religion—text and experience—fol-
lowed a developmental pattern normally seen in
ancient and modern religious experience. We
may speak of this assumption as the “develop-
mental” hypothesis. It is sometimes linked to a
second, rationalistic one: the development of the
Bible and its faith can be accounted for in strictly
natural terms, without resort to transcendence.
We can call this the “npaturalistic” hypothesis.
When these two assumptions are held together,
biblical faith is robbed of its vital power. It is this
that the churches oppose.

But the two assumptions need not be held
together. It is possible to acknowledge certain
elements of the developmental hypothesis as
valid—especially those documented by the con-
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vergence of biblical and nonbiblical sources—
without adopting the idea that these developments
are purely natural in origin. One can hold that
whatever the development of biblical religion,
God worked in and through the process; that there
was divine superintendence of the historical
matrix of the holy faith we treasure. This would be
in keeping with normative Christian ideas of
divine providence.

Let me illustrate how the two assumptions can
be kept distinct. If we argue that Ellen White’s
borrowing of literary materials is justified by
literary conventions current in her day, and that
inspiration still works in and through these con-
ventions, we will also have to allow that biblical
materials originated in accordance with literary
conventions of antiquity and that inspiration has
worked in and through these as well. We might
put this in the form of a syllogism: In harmony
with the literary conventions of her day, Ellen
White used literary sources in the composition of
her works. Ellen White is an inspired writer.
Therefore, conformity to accepted literary con-
ventions is not evidence that a writer is not in-
spired.

Classical historical criticism has made us
aware of a number of such ancient literary con-
ventions. For instance, ancient documents were
more commonly shaped by the community than
by single individuals, so modern ideas of strict
authorship do not fit well with ancient texts; even
sacred documents were commonly edited;!! rein-
terpretation and typological assignment fre-
quently took place.

These literary conventions at work in the Bible
are discovered by comparing the Bible with an-
cient nonbiblical documents. Such investigations
help us see if there is objective evidence of similar
literary conventions in the Bible. In the same way
we examine the literary customs of Ellen White’s
day and then peer into her corpus to see to what
extent she has followed them. The identification
of a literary process in a contemporary culture
outside the Bible text will alert us to the possibility
that such may have also occurred within Scrip-
ture.

The question is not whether some of these
conventional practices took place in Scripture.
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Today, that is probably beyond argument. One
does not have to agree with all the scholarly
theories about the way these conventions oper-
ated in Scripture to recognize some legitimacy to
them. The question, as in Ellen White, is whether
we can see divine transcendence operating in and
through them. Is there room for inspiration oper-
ating in, through, and under ancient literary con-
ventions? This is the real issue at stake in the use
of historical criticism or any other biblical criti-
cism. If one accepts the inspiration of Scripture in
principle, then he or she canrecognize both a con-
tinuity with ancient literary practices and, at the
same time, an element that goes beyond them.

In the same way, one can recognize Ellen
White as a literary child of her age, while ac-
knowledging that the divine inspiration of her
work transcends her time. Nor does this way of
looking at historical criticism dispose one to ac-
cept any and all hypothetical reconstructions of
the origin and development of biblical materials.
Oneis free toreject any theory, as for example, the
document hypothesis of the Pentateuch, on the
grounds of its highly speculative character and
lack of objective biblical support, while at the
same time recognizing that ancient inspired writ-
ers did, in fact, use sources for their writings and
adapted them—sometimes not so consistently—
to their purposes.

Such a view in no way negates the inspiration
of Scripture. Precisely the opposite, it shows how
the process of inspiration takes what is human and
infuses it with the divine, the “Word in the word.”
We thus can see light in some of the dynamics
historical criticism talks about, and still affirm
wholeheartedly the presence of the Holy Spiritin
inspiration. It is not necessary to accept the nar-
row, Troeltschian model of historical criticism to
make use of the insights of this method. We can
divorce historical criticism from rationalist pre-
suppositions and employ it in the service of our
Lord.

Unfortunately, much of the scriptural research
of the 20th century has been conducted along
Troeltschian lines, thus aggravating the opposi-
tion to historical criticism in the churches. But in
the past few years, many scholars have begun to
question this unfortunate union of naturalism and
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historical criticism in biblical research. “The his-
toricocritical method,” complains Brevard
Childs, “is an inadequate method for studying the
Bible as the Scriptures of the church because it
does not work from the needed context.”’? “The
theory and practice of the historical-critical
method,” writes Lutheran scholar Terence Fre-

It is not necessary to accept the
narrow, Troeltschian model of
historical criticism to make use of
the insights of this method. We can
divorce historical criticism from
rationalist presuppositions.

theim, “is not bound to an understanding which
views history as a closed continuum in which
there is no room for divine activity.” Due consid-
eration, he goes on to say, “must be given to
theological intentions,” that is, to the divine di-
mension witnessed within it.!?

Even more insistent on this point is Peter
Stuhlmacher, professor of New Testament at
Tubingen University. Stuhlmacher accepts the
legitimacy of the historical-critical method, but
objects to judgments that impinge on the theolo-
gical dimension of the text. “Our hermeneutical
method is not and cannot intend to be a special
theological model, because God and the Holy
Spirit cannot be confined to a method.” He sums
up:

What we have achieved beyond the ancient church
and Reformation is the possibility and freedom of
making use of historical criticism where it is really
productive, namely in historical analysis and descrip-
tion, and at the same time of transcending it where it
threatens to restrict our encounter with historical real-
ity.ll
From the evangelical side, and thus closer to

Adventist thinking, we note the judgment of Carl
Armmerding:

Is it possible to employ critical method, but reject
some of the assumptions which lie beneath it? I suggest
that it is—that conservative theology both permits and
even demands the use of the best critical tools, but that
the way these tools and methods are used may differ
sharply at the point of presuppositions from the way the
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same tools and methods are employed in the hands of
arationalistic critic. Our point of departure is an exami-
nation of the way in which we understand the Bible to
be the Word of God.'

It is a mistake, therefore, to confuse the prac-

tice of the historical-critical method with the
complete adoption of Troeltschian principles.!¢
A number of scholars today recognize the neces-
sity of separating the method from some of the
naturalistic assumptions that have been confused
with it.

Adventists and
Historical Criticism

he debate over historical criti-

cism in Adventism, as we would
suspect, is largely the result of confusion over
definitions and presuppositions. It is therefore
crucial to ascertain in what way each scholar
entering the discussion is using the expression
historical criticism.

A few Adventist scholars think of historical
criticism as inextricably bound to rationalistic
presuppositions, and therefore of no use to Ad-
ventist Bible students.!”” Gerhard Hasel appar-
ently supports this definition. In Understanding
the Living Word of God Hasel characterizes criti-
cal method as a “radical attack on authority of the
Bible.” This claim is based on a Troeltschian
definition of the method that contains “a totally
immanent view of history on the horizontal level
without any vertical, transcendent dimension.”
Historical criticismis built, he claims, on the three
Troeltschian principles. Therefore the *“theolo-
gian or exegete must not get the impression thathe
can safely utilize certain parts of the historical-
critical method in an eclectic manner, because
there is no stopping point”: one who uses it must
inevitably accept all Troeltsch’s, or the naturalis-
tic, presuppositions.®

Over and over in New Testament Theology
Hasel repeats this claim: “The historical-critical
method. . . received its classical formulation by E.
Troeltsch.

“The reason for the inability of the historical-
critical method to grasp all layers of depth of
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historical experience, i.e., the inner unity of hap-
pening and meaning based upon the inbreaking of
transcendence into history as the final reality to
which the Biblical text testifies, rests upon its
limitation to study history on the basis of its own
presuppositions.”

“It[historical criticism] has a particular view of
historical understanding illustrated in Troeltsch’s
principle of correlation.”

“What needs to be emphatically stressed is that
there is a transcendent or divine dimension in
Biblical history which the historical-critical
method is unable to deal with.”"?

Unfortunately, because of his influence over
the church’s administrators, Hasel seems to have
narrowed awareness and discussion of biblical
criticism to the Troeltschian model. His own
writings, however, leave considerable ambiguity
as to what he means by historical criticism or even
biblical criticism. In places, he seems to operate
with an even narrower definition of historical
criticismthanis usual in scholarly parlance. At the
same time, he readily uses some aspects of his-
torical criticism as well as other elements of bib-
lical criticism. Here are some examples:

In spite of the fact his 1970 Vanderbilt disser-
tation, published as The Remnant: The History
and Theology of the Remnant Idea From Genesis
to Isaiah in the Andrews University Monograph
Series,? discreetly maneuvers through all kinds
of historical-critical judgments without appear-
ing to adopt them, Hasel nevertheless makes
several compromising statements regarding his-
torical-critical methodology. He insists his study
of remnant will “have to be conducted with the use
of all available tools of research.” Although Ican
detect no place where he actually rejects the
authenticity of a biblical passage, he does write:
“It will not suffice to accept uncritically any
particular passage as Isaianic [from Isaiah] nor
will it serve the cause of scholarly research to
reject outright the critical work of past genera-
tions.” !

With this methodological caveat, Hasel opens
the door for use of historical-critical methods in-
cluding even rationalistic presuppositions.

In another surprising instance, he seems to
approve of the form-critical and history-of-relig-
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ions judgment about the Sumerian flood account
from the third millennium B.C. This account, not
the one in Genesis, is the “earliest,” and the
“prototype of later flood stories,” including Gene-
sis 6-9.2 But most revealing of all is his claim that
the “Sodom story [Genesis 19] was in its original
form probably an old local tradition which was
adapted into the nucleus of traditions upon which
Genesis 18 in its present form is dependent.”?
Here we have an unadulterated critical judgment
implying the full use of tradition criticism.?*
Hasel’s whole dissertation, in fact, is really a
tradition critical study of the motif “remnant,”
sometimes called Begriffskritik (“motif criti-
cism”).

These instances actually reach into the core of
methods forming the soul of even what Hasel
defines as historical criticism. We could perhaps
excuse these instances on the grounds Hasel was
writing a dissertation for a Ph.D. at an institution
where historical criticism s taken for granted, but
this would not explain why they are retained in the
revised version of the dissertation published by
Andrews University, especially by one who has
so adamantly opposed historical-critical method
elsewhere in the church.

In his 1974 essay, “Principles of Biblical Inter-
pretation,” intended to downplay historical-criti-
cal method, Hasel obliquely admits to the legiti-
macy of some elements within it. He writes that a
“consistently applied historical-critical method
cannot do justice to the Bible claim to truth.” He
goes on to show that the “divine dimension. . .
cannot be adequately dealt with by the historical-
critical method,” and advocates a hermeneutic
that addresses both the divine and human dimen-
sions of Scripture.?

What makes this statement so unusual is its
tacit admission that historical-critical methods
can be employed, so long as the divine dimension
is kept in proper perspective. This amounts to
nothing less than a form of historical criticism, or
at least biblical criticism, as Hasel’s own schol-
arly writings attest. Hasel, despite his protest, thus
shows that he is familiar with historical criticism,
and that he feels free to use tradition criticism,
form criticism, text criticism, history-of-religion,
in short, ““all available tools of research.” What he
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takes away with one hand he gives back with the
other. He is careful, however, to make sure his use
of these forms of biblical criticism allow for the
free working of divine transcendence.

The problem with Hasel’s approach is that he
ties historical criticism inescapably to the classi-
cal formulation of Troeltsch. Hasel’s view pre-

Hasel has done a great disservice to
dedicated Adventist scholars who
love the church but are left to lan-
guish under the suspicion of a
church leadership that has been
provided an inaccurate view of the
methodology currently at work in
biblical research.

vents any modification of historical criticism on
the ground that alteration destroys the inherent,
presuppositional basis of the method itself.
Therefore, Adventist scholars who use methods
from within historical criticism, but who modify
the presuppositions are, in his judgment, not his-
torical critics. This explains why he himself uses
methods from within historical criticism and yet
publicly condemns historical-critical research.

Hasel must be aware that many scholars inside
and outside the Adventist community do not
accept his definition. Immediately after referring
to the classical formulation of the method by
Troeltsch, he acknowledges that today the
“method is so differently practiced that it is
difficult even to speak of the historical-critical
method.”%

Hasel has, therefore, done a great disservice to
dedicated Adventist scholars by persuading
church leaders that scholars who use historical-
critical methods do so only in Troeltschian terms.
Actually, many of these scholars are as concerned
as Hasel to avoid denying divine activity in
human history. Nevertheless, committed Advent-
ist scholars who love the church are left to lan-
guish under the suspicion of a church leadership
that has been provided an inaccurate view of the
methodology currently at work in biblical re-
search.
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An examination of Hasel’s published works,
particularly those intended for a non-Adventist
audience, will show little difference between him
and other Adventist biblical scholars when it
comes to methods for analyzing the Bible. Al-
though, as in any comparison, there will be a few
substantive differences, the conflict between
Hasel and other Adventist scholars is largely
definitional and needs to be recognized as such.
All Adventist scholars use biblical and historical
criticism, including Hasel.

Early in his struggle against this understanding

Most Adventist biblical scholars
accept a modified version of histori-
cal criticism that assumes the real-
ity of divine transcendence. In
short, they combine a high respect
for the authority and integrity of
Scripture with skillful use of all the
tools of modern analysis of the
Bible.

of historical-critical method, Hasel won to his
side—and thus to a narrow, Troeltschian view—
Gordon Hyde, former director of the Biblical
Research Institute. These two men represent the
major source of the controversy over biblical cri-
ticismin the church. While with the institute Hyde
attempted to maneuver the Biblical Research
Institute—and through it, the church—into an ad-
versarial relation to historical criticism.?” After
his General Conference service, Hyde chaired the
department of religion at Southern College,
where he continued his assault on historical-criti-
cal methodology.

Unable to address critical method from the
philosophical or theological perspective (he holds
a Ph.D. in speech), Hyde has tried to deal with it
politically. By systematic elimination of religion
faculty known to be supportive of a modified
historical-critical method, development of strin-
gent, anticritical criteria for persons.holding the
recently endowed Ellen G. White Memorial Chair
in Religion,® and long-range plans for depart-
mental publications under the auspices of the

Spectrum

Chair, which he began to edit upon retirement in
1987, Hyde apparently hopes to eliminate com-
pletely any vestige of historical criticism from at
least the Southern College religion department. %

Hyde’s recent activity gives no indication he
has moved from his 1976 indictment of historical
criticism, in which he, like Hasel, commits the
same error of defining it in strictly rationalist, or
Troeltschian terms:

We wish to comment on a method that is used by
those who think they see conflicts between the Bible’s
testimony about God and His works and the evidences
of nature or science. Itisamethod used also to explain
the teachings of the Bible that do not harmonize with
the presuppositions with which men come to its study.
To illustrate, if a typically modern person assumes
(with the average scientist and historian) that there are
no miracles, then he has to do something about the
many claimed miracles in the Bible. So what does he
do? He probably points out that every writer is “histori-
cally conditioned,” which means that the writer reflects
the prevailing views and understandings of his time and
is even limited to the ideas, concepts, and language of
hisage. ... Sotoresolve the conflict, someone mustre-
interpret what the inspired person wrote so that it will
harmonize with present-day knowledge.*

A year later, at the Biblical Research Institute

Science Council, meeting at Price, Utah, Hyde
was even more direct: “There is no place for the
vertical, for transcendence, in historical method
or the historical-critical approach to biblical stud-
ies.”® And in the new Southern College publica-
tion, Adventist Perspectives, he editorializes:
“Some want to go part way critical. But why go
any way with a system based on a principle that
shuts God and creation and miracles out before
you start—or at least makes them uncertain, un-
likely?""32

What neither Hasel nor Hyde seems willing to
recognize is that very few, if any, Adventist schol-
ars use historical criticism in anywhere near a
strict Troeltschian sense. A rationalistic view is
certainly widespread among non-Adventist
scholars not committed to a confessional perspec-
tive,* but not among evangelical or Adventist
scholars.

Most Adventist biblical scholars recognize the
necessity of divorcing the insights obtained from
historical criticism from the rationalistic assump-
tions that too often have been identified with
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them. They do not accept the Hasel/Hyde defini-
tion of historical criticism, but instead insist upon
a modified version that assumes the reality of
divine transcendence. In short, they combine a
high respect for the authority and integrity of
Scripture with skillful use of all the tools of mod-
ern analysis of the Bible.

These scholars realize that no one at work on
the Bible today—including Hasel and Hyde—can
avoid atleast some use of critical method. Against
those who deny transcendence in Scripture they
insist such a view fails to grasp the essential char-
acter of the Bible as areligious text. Against those
who try to avoid all critical method, they claim
what such scholars actually do is to pick and
choose among the various aspects of the method,
and employ what is in harmony with their belief in
the inspiration of Scripture. There is no way one
can be totally opposed to critical method, that is,
opposed to careful and discriminating judgment
of the text. Every scholar today, they insist, is
committed to the twin aspects of historical criti-
cism: (1) the historical reconstruction of the world
and thought of the biblical text; and (2) the ra-
tional evaluation and interpretation of that recon-
struction, if only to the extent of trying to relate its
message to the present-day world.>

If Adventists wish to overcome the historical
distance between ourselves and the Bible, we will
have to employ some form of historical criticism.
It may be of comfort to know that many evangeli-
cal scholars whose advocacy of the full authority
and inspiration of the Bible can’t be doubted have
reached the same conclusion.*

Taming the Giant:
Historical Criticism
in the Service of the Church

he Adventist biblical scholar

T should make use of a modified

version of historical criticism, so long as it does
notremove the transcendent level or challenge the
theological authority and inspiration of Scrip-
ture.® Where there is objective, biblical evidence
of transmission and development of a passage (cf.
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2 Chronicles 35-36, Ezra 1, Nehemiah 7:38-8:12,
with 1 Esdras) the use of source materials by an
inspired writer (Luke 1:1-4), the editing of texts
(cf. 2 Kings 23:28-30 with 2 Chronicles 35:20-
27; Jeremiah 51:64b), et cetera, the Adventist
scholar must not be afraid to employ critical
judgments. Atthe same time, he or sherecognizes
that, whatever may have been the processes by
which inspiration has worked, the resulting text is
the Word of God.”

1. The doctrine of inspiration gives due weight
to the divine and human character of Scripture
and to the tension between them.

Asoutlined in the Dallas statement of 1980, the
Adventist view of inspiration achieves a kind of
balance between the divine and human aspects.
Affirming the entire canon of Scripture, Article 1
emphasizes the “infallible revelation,” which in-
sures the Bible as “the standard of character, the
test of experience, the authoritative revealer of
doctrines, and the trustworthy record of God’s
acts in history.”

In two places, at least, stress falls upon the
human aspect. The Scriptures were “given by
divine inspiration through holy men of God who
spoke and wrote as they were moved by the Holy
Spirit”; and “God has committed to many the
knowledge necessary for salvation.” These terse
phrases imply what Ellen White made explicit
long ago: the Scriptures, the “oracles of God, ” are
“a guidebook” to heaven.®

Equally, Ellen White addresses the human
dimension. God committed the preparation of the
Bible to “finite men.” In it they express his truths
in human language, but it does not represent
God’s mode of thought or expression. Not the
words of Scripture, but the writers, are inspired.
Style, even the conception of truth, varies from
writer to writer.” There is even error: mistakes in
copying, intentional changes, as well as general
imperfection. These imperfections were permit-
ted by God, yet the divine and human so inter-
twine they are inseparable. The whole text, in-
cluding the human process by which it came into
being, speaks as the Word of God. “The utter-
ances of man are the Word of God.”

It seems to me Ellen White concedes far more
to the humanity of Scripture than many Advent-
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ists do.*? On a popular level—and sometimes on
an administrative one—there seems to be opera-
tive a view of Scripture that differs at many
important points from that reflected in the writ-
ings of Ellen White.*?

What Ellen White has said about the divine-
human relationship in the Bible shapes the Ad-
ventist understanding of the character of Scripture
and opens the door to some form of historical

It is now generally recognized that
Hebrew wisdom is the most uni-
versal literature in the Bible. Be-
yond question, it has taken up
concepts and forms found in other
cultural contexts and employed
them in an Israelite setting.

criticism. Because of this understanding, the Ad-
ventist biblical scholar is much better able to
appreciate the human dimension critical methods
uncover than the fundamentalist who is commit-
ted to a strict inerrantist view of Scripture.

How the divine and human are intertwined in
Scripture is, of course, a paradox, a mystery. But
since it embodies diffusion of the divine through
the human,* we expect to encounter both divine
and human characteristics in the Bible.

Adventists affirm the divine inspiration of the
Bible, recognizing God as the primary cause of
Scripture. But there are numerous other indirect
causes: human thought, historical occasion, liter-
ary forms, sociological conditions, et cetera. All
these play lesser, intermediate roles in the overall
divine activity producing Scripture. Multiplex
causality result in the Word of God appearing in
human language. Evangelical scholar Donald
Bloesch put the matter simply:

Some neo-fundamentalists object to speaking of cul-
turally conditioned words and concepts in Scripture, but
we contend that if justice is to be done to the true human-
ity of Scripture, we must fully acknowledge the human
element . . . . The Holy Spirit can accommodate to the
thought patterns and language of the people of biblical
times and therefore into their cultural and historical
limitation. . . . we must likewise contend that because of
the superintendence of the Spirit the Bible is a fully

Spectrum

reliable and trustworthy witness to the truth revealed in

history that it records. It gives us an accurate reflection

of the mind and purpose of God though not an exact
duplication of the very thoughts of God.*’

What distinguishes the Adventist approach to
Scripture from some others is this careful subor-
dination of the human, indirect causes to the
divine direct cause. An Adventist need not feel
uneasy when he or she realizes the text has been
shaped by human activity. Behind itdivine inspi-
ration works both in the initial inception of the
message and its preservation through whatever
stagesitmay haverequired. This enables Advent-
ists to avoid the pitfalls of a strict, naturalistic
biblical criticism, while recognizing the legiti-
mate fruits of the critical method in calling atten-
tion to the human factor.

2. The ongoing study of biblical literature
against its ancient Near Eastern and Greco-
Roman setting constantly makes ever more clear
the human dimension of the Bible.

While we could illustrate this with a great
variety of biblical genres, let us briefly note the
case of Hebrew wisdom literature. Scholars have
become acutely aware that these works remarka-
bly resemble literature known in other ancient
Near Eastern cultures around Israel. This was
dramatized in 1923 with the publication of the
ancient Egyptian text, “Instructions of Amen-em-
opet.” Strikingly similar to Proverbs 22:17-
24:22, Amen-em-opet represents one of the few
documents whose use by a writer of Scripture can
be virtually demonstrated. Parallels in this in-
stance extend to both form and content.*’ Here is
an example:

Do not associate to thyself the heated man,

Nor visit him for conversation

(Amen-em-opet)*®

Make no friendship with a man given to anger,

nor go with a wrathful man.

(Proverbs 22: 24)* (RSV)

Proverbs, moreover, is not the only wisdom
book to display such parallels. Job and Ecclesias-
tes have similar counterparts elsewhere in the
ancient Near East. It is now generally recognized
that Hebrew wisdom is the most universal litera-
ture in the Bible. Beyond question, it has taken up
concepts and forms found in other cultural con-
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texts and employed them in an Israelite setting.
The Bible, in fact, compares its wisdom to that of
other nations (1 Kings 4:29, 30). Hebrew wis-
dom possesses unique characteristics, but that
does not negate notable parallels elsewhere in the
ancient Near East.

At several places in Proverbs, as well, we
encounter evidence of editorial work—a collect-
ing and traditioning process—indicating that the
book is an anthology assembled over a period of
time. Note the heading at chapter 25: “These are
also proverbs of Solomon, which the men of
Hezekiah king of Judah copied. " 5° Collecting and
traditioning are processes studied by redaction
and tradition criticism, both elements of histori-
cal criticism.

Although wisdom appears to be very human in
many respects, it nonetheless comprises part of
the inspired text. 3! The human dimension, rightly
perceived, does not block out the divine revela-
tion. God inspires in, through, and under the
human, but does not displace it.

3. Adventist biblical scholarship has made use
of some aspects of the critical method for at least
40 years. There exists therefore a precedent for
the use of a modified version of this approach.

Problems in Bible Translation (1954) called
for careful attention to the historical, literary, and
linguistic context of biblical materials, and even
sketched a hermeneutical method employing
such.2 The SDA Bible Commentary imple-
mented this suggestion, using what R. F. Cottrell
calls the “historical method.”?* This is not the
historical-critical method in classical, or Tro-
eltschian terms, but a modified version of it,
which continues to affirm the divine character of
Scripture. One is not therefore surprised to dis-
cover critical results in the Commentary, particu-
larly in the area of source or redaction criticism.

The book of Samuel, to take but one example,
derives not from a single author, but represents
“composite authorship . . . a collection of narra-
tives, each complete in itself.” This conclusion
sounds essentially like what one mightread in any
standard critical introduction,® except that the
writer goes on to qualify his statement by intro-
ducing the divine element: “Each writer wrote by
inspiration, and all parts were eventually brought
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together as a united whole under the guidance of
the Holy Spirit.”

What the writer of this portion of the
Commentary has done should not be missed. He
has been led by the actual text of Samuel to a
conclusion similar to that obtained by historical-
critical methodology. He has found historical-
critical methods useful in explaining what he has
observed. At the same time, he recognized the
transcendent by pointing to the divine dimension
behind the human.

Some unfortunately misunderstood—or took
issue with—these hints in Adventist literature of

[Hyde’s] attempt to link critical
methods inseparably to naturalistic
presuppositions overlooks long-
standing Adventist practice, and
runs counter to the historic Ad-
ventist view of inspiration.

several decades ago. 3¢ As director of the Biblical
Research Institute, Gordon Hyde organized three
Bible conferences on hermeneutics in 1974, one
of the purposes of which was to curtail the use of
the historical-critical method among Adventist
scholars. In the preface to A Symposium on Bibli-
cal Hermeneutics, a collection of the papers from
these conferences, Hyde explains the focus. The
volume—and the conferences—trace
the history of the principles by which the Bible has been
interpreted during the Christian era. Itincludes a survey
of the sources, courses, and effects of the presupposi-
tions and methodologies of modern biblical criticism,
especially in their impact on the authority of the Bible.
This attempt to link critical methods inseparably
to naturalistic presuppositions®® overlooks long-
standing Adventist practice, and runs counter to
the historic Adventist view of inspiration.

The view advocated in the 1974 Bible confer-
ences has never been the unified conviction
among Adventist scholars. William Johnsson,
editor of the Adventist Review, stated in a paper
written shortly after the conferences that “the
question must not be whether we will employ
historical methods (because we already do to
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some extent) but how far shall we rely upon
them.” He then added that every method used
with Scripture must be weighed carefully in the
lightof its results. The Adventist scholar will con-
sequently not limit his work to the historical-
critical method.*

Richard Coffen similarly approves of histori-
cal criticism, cautioning against its inherent lim-

The report could bring greater
unity into Adventist biblical schol-
arship by clearing the air so schol-
ars who use a version of critical
method will be able to serve the
church without persistent,
lingering suspicion.

its.® Hans LaRondelle, to cite a recent creative
use of historical-critical approach, employs
source, tradition, and redaction criticism, all ele-
ments of the critical approach, in elucidating the
doctrine of the millennium. Yet he carefully
maintains the divine nature of Scripture.®!

The 1986 Annual Council, meeting in Rio de
Janeiro, October 7-14, approved the report of the
Methods of Bible Study Committee, which had
been at work for about three years on the question
of whether historical-critical method should be
used by Adventists. The report seems to approve
a cautious use of historical criticism, such as that
illustrated in the work of the above-mentioned
scholars. This document, reflecting its committee
origin, is one of diverse emphases. Very little of
it actually deals directly with historical criticism.
It seems mainly concerned with shoring up the
church’s understanding of apocalyptic prophecy
and responding to specific conundrums that arise
in Scripture study, e.g. the problem of Holy War
in the Old Testament. To ensure biblical author-
ity, the committee sets forth an approach to Scrip-
ture consisting of looking at a text in its literary
and historical context, as well as placing it into the
framework of the Bible as a whole. This ap-
proach, except for the use of Ellen White, is
essentially that used by most conservative Bible
students.?

Spectrum

When the committee addresses historical cri-
tism, it does not condemn the method in toto, but
warns against the adoption of naturalistic presup-
positions. Although the document never calls
directly for a modified historical-critical method,
several statements leave no doubt this is what is
meant: Adventists appreciate “reliable methods
of Bible study consistent with the claims and
teachings of Scripture.” The strict historical-
critical method is singled out: “Scholars who use
this method, as classically formulated, operate on
the basis of presuppositions which. . . reject the re-
liability of accounts of miracles and other super-
natural events narrated in the Bible.”®* “We urge
Adventist Bible students, ” the report states, “to
avoid relying on the use of the presuppositions
and resultant deductions associated with the his-
torical-critical method.”

These cautions go back to the conviction that
the Bible is “an indivisible union of human and
divine elements.” Human reason therefore must
always bow to the authority of the Word, unlike
what usually happens in a strict critical approach.
The committee finally seeks a balance between
the divine and human element:

Even Christian scholars who accept the divine-
human nature of Scripture but whose methodological
approaches cause them to dwell largely on its human
aspects risk emptying the biblical message of its power
by relegating it to the background while concentrating
on the medium.%

The document does not really address the
deeper issues in the interpretation of the Bible,
and so does not provide assistance to biblical
scholars who are working on complex problems
concerning methods of interpreting Scripture.®
Perhaps the main function of the report could be
to encourage scholars, rather than specifically
direct them, in the cautious use of a modified
historical-critical approach. The report could
bring greater unity into Adventist biblical schol-
arship by clearing the air so scholars who use a
version of critical method will be able to serve the
church without persistent, lingering suspicion.®

4. A modified version of the critical method is
helping the church come to terms with the genesis
of the Ellen G. White writings.

In the past few years, attention has been drawn
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to the extent and number of literary sources used
by Ellen White. This has proven extremely threat-
ening to many Seventh-day Adventists. Those
trained in historical-critical methodology, how-
ever, have not been so perturbed, for they know
that biblical texts indicate similar processes of
development. Warren Johns, one of the first to
respond to the Ellen G. White crisis, employs both
source and redaction criticism in accounting for
her literary borrowing.®” A White Estate docu-
ment, issued two months later, even suggests
“source criticism” as an appropriate tool:

At one time in the infancy of “source criticism” the
Gospel writers were thought by higher critical writers to
be little more than “scissors and paste” plagiarizers.
Now critical scholars realize that literary studies are not
complete until they move beyond cataloging parallel
passages to be the more significant question of how the
borrowed material was used by each author (redaction
criticism) to make his own unique statement.%

This concept is then applied to Ellen G. White.
One caution is in order: It must not be assumed
that the development of the Ellen White corpus
and that of the Bible directly parallel. Adventists,
in their haste to resolve the Ellen White crisis,
need to be careful they don’t unwittingly sacrifice
the integrity of the Bible on the altar of Mrs.
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White. The differing cultural and literary con-
texts must be taken into account before theories of
development in either case may be advanced.
However, the use of critical approaches with
Ellen White will serve to demonstrate their use-
fulness in the study of Scripture. Whatever the
outcome of the Ellen White question, one positive
result might be the church’s becoming less afraid
of using critical method.

In conclusion, I have suggested that the Ad-
ventist scholar may accept and use a modified
version of the historical-critical method. I have
specified that this view ought to give due weight
to the divine and human aspects of Scripture, i.e.,
it must be historical and theological in scope.?®
“Let us go up at once, and occupy it; for we are
well able to overcome it.” No human attempt to
understand divine truth is perfect. The time may
come when the historical-critical method is re-
placed in whole or in part by a superior one. We
must never think our methods beyond revision.
But it seems imperative that contemporary Ad-
ventist scholarship employ biblical criticism
cautiously and reverently in the service of the
gospel, to speak Christ ever afresh to a world
perishing without him.
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