by Samuel Koranteng-Pipim

OME SEVENTH-DAY ADVENTISTS IN CERTAIN

parts of the world are facing an identity

crisis. The church’s most distinctive theo-
logical doctrines are being challenged—from
within. Uncertainty prevails over the church’s
unique identity and mission, and its world-
wide organizational unity is being defied.

As a result of this identity crisis, many
students in our institutions are confused. There
exists a generation of church members, preach-
ers, Bible teachers, leaders, writers, and pub-
lishers who are unsure of some of our historic
beliefs. And in the areas where the situation
prevails, vibrant church growth and church
life have been adversely affected.

This startling development is well-known.!
Y
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' In the Spirit of Truth:
Pipim Responds

An author and Andrews University doctoral student asks if
| -Scriven is advocating a drift away from Adventism.

Yet not everyone sees this sophisticated inter-
nal challenge to our Adventist belief and prac-
tice as a threat. The advocates of theological
change see themselves as offering “bold” and
“visionary” guidance to the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church by “refining” or “renewing” our
beliefs and practices. In their estimation, their
“adventure of truth” is veering the church off
the course of “fundamentalism,” an overused
theological word often invoked against anyone
refusing to embrace the spirit of the age.

The document “Embracing the Spirit” is a
classic example of such a use of the “funda-
mentalist” epithet. Since this document has
been circulated as an “Open Letter to Leaders
of Adventism,” we shall take a brief look at it
in the next section.

“Embracing the Spirit”:
A Summary

Ithough the document “Embracing the
Spirit: An Open Letter to Leaders of Ad-
ventism,” reads like the private opinion of its
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author, it was written and signed in its author’s
capacity as college president, and mailed out
with the approval stamp of the college’s devel-
opment office.? Inasmuch as this “Open Letter”
seeks to be treated as the official position of the
college and the constituency represented by its
development office, the document deserves a
brief analysis and evaluation.

“Embracing the Spirit” expresses concern
over what its author describes as Adventism’s
“drift toward hostility to truth,” “antagonism to
the adventure of truth,” “stifling [of] the church’s
quest for deeper understanding,” and fearful
accusation against “every prospect of substan-
tive critique and revision of Adventism’s speech
about God.”

While Scriven applauds the efforts of North
American thought leaders who are “offering
energetic and visionary guidance to
Seventh-day Adventist conferences and con-
gregations” by “refining and renewing [Sev-
enth-day Adventist] belief,” he denounces
those persons who are standing in the way of
this “renewal of understanding,” arguing that
their alleged “drift toward hostility to the
adventure of truth . . . moves the church ever
closer to religious fundamentalism.”®

In so many words, he repeats his opinion
that “the church’s current drift . . . toward
anathematizing the adventure of truth and
nullifying the work of the Spirit”” is evidence
that “the church is drifting in the fundamental-
istdirection.” By fundamentalism, he indicates
three tendencies: (1) a tendency toward a flat,
mechanical reading of the Bible; (2) a ten-
dency toward rigidity and arrogance with
regard to customary understanding; and (3) a
tendency toward reactive, inward-looking sepa-
ratism.®

“Embracing the Spirit” intimates that Ad-
ventism’s alleged drift toward fundamentalism
is a grave situation that “admits of one protec-
tion only: the embrace of the Holy Spirit.” For
our author, “embracing the Spirit” means that
while the church has “the right and obligation
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to require them [‘those charged with intellec-
tual leadership’ in our colleges and universi-
ties] to be faithful and effective in that leader-
ship,” we must also expect them “to nudge us
toward the insights, sometimes hard to bear,
that Jesus said would come.”*°

When our scholar writes about “insights,
sometimes hard to bear,” he explains that
through the Spirit's guiding presence, Chris-
tians would be led “in ways unforeseen by the
disciples [of Christ].” He asserts: “The unmistak-
able implication is that new insight, insight yet
to enter Christian minds, would sometimes
entail a difficult departure from the customary.
It would be insight the disciples themselves
were not ready, at that moment, to bear.”"
According to our Adventist scholar, such an
openness to the Spirit will rule out “the narrow,
unimaginative thinking that develops from the
three tendencies of fundamentalism.”?

Interestingly, our author suggests that Re-
ceiving the Word, my most recent work chal-
lenging liberal reinterpretations of traditional
Adventist beliefs and practices, is partly re-
sponsible for generating “the energy” or a
“rallying point for those who (effectively, if
not deliberately) are stifling the adventure of
truth within Adventism.”® One can under-
stand our scholar’s exasperation over the
book’s “larger-than-expected readership,”™
given the fact that Receiving the Word has
been warmly embraced by very large numbers
of Bible-believing Adventists around the
world—church members, pastors, students,
scholars, and leaders.?

hough the author of “Embracing the Spirit”

is careful to state that those he disagrees
with—styled, “persons with the outlook and
attitude expressed in Koranteng-Pipim’s writ-
ings”*—are not “pure fundamentalists,” he
asserts: “Still, to the degree that the church is
drifting in the fundamentalist direction, he
[the author of Receiving the Word] is abetting
the drift, and so are those who endorse his
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writing.”"’

Perceptive readers of the above comment
will readily observe that our scholar is op-
posed, primarily, to the theological direction
of the Adventist Church, which he character-
izes as “fundamentalist.” His criticism of Re-
ceiving the Word, and hence of those persons
who share the outlook expressed in this work,
stems from the fact that the book is encourag-
ing readers to keep moving in the direction of
the church’s beliefs, not in the adventurous
paths being suggested by the self-styled “en-
ergetic visionaries.”

Those who fail to recognize this overriding
concern of the writer of “Embracing the Spirit”
may be missing the primary thrust of his
“Open Letter to the Leaders of Adventism.”
Our author has a complaint against the theo-
logical direction of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church. This is why he purposes with all his
“heart and mind” to “oppose the effort of a few
in our circle to align the rudder of the church
with the direction of the drift.”® He is dis-
tressed by the writings of the author of Receiv-
ing the Word mainly because the latter “illus-
trates and reinforces the church’s current drift.”**

A Brief Evaluation

Our scholar must be commended for his
stated commitment to a “full-hearted
openness to the adventure of truth”*—even if
he is silent on what that truth is or on whether
each of the fundamental beliefs of Seventh-day
Adventism is to be bracketed within that truth.

He is also to be lauded for emphasizing an
“embrace of the Spirit"—though he fails to
clearly specify whether the “Spirit” he speaks
about is the Spirit of him who inspired the
written Word to be the norm of all beliefs and
practices (2 Timothy 3 :15-17; 2 Peter 1:19-21),
or whether it is another “Spirit” which is none
other than the spirit of our age. Such a clarifi-
cation would also have been in order, espe-
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cially since there are presently some within our
ranks who are jumping on the wings of the
“Third Wave of the Holy Spirit” (i.e., the con-
temporary charismatic movement), in their
flight from the biblical truths and practices
upheld by Seventh-day Adventists.

He must also be complimented for recog-
nizing that “the Bible story ascends toward
Jesus, who is the final ‘Word’ of God, and the
final authority for thought and life”*—despite
the fact that he fails to note that we cannot
recognize the true Jesus Christ apart from the
written Word (John 5:39). Such an emphasis
would have been in order to distance our
scholar’s views from Barthianism or neo-
orthodoxy, a mistaken theological view that
jettisons the authority of the Bible for some
undefined or nebulous concept called “the
final authority of Jesus Christ.”

The author of “Embracing the Spirit” also
deserves our admiration for asserting the right
of the church to “hire teachers and researchers
who, in their various ways, assist in promoting
and refining that [the church’s distinctive]
vision"—even if he fails to state what recourse
is available to the church when our institu-
tional thought leaders teach, preach, or pub-
lish works that deny or fail to be “partisan to
the mission implicit in the church’s calling as
the Remnant.”?

Again, our scholar must be applauded for
accurately describing the “listlessness,” “stunted
faith,” and the “alarming tedium (and non-
participation) associated with many Sabbath
schools of North America and other strong-
holds of Adventism”?—even though he mis-
diagnoses the cause as “fundamentalism,” and
follows it up with a wrong prescription, namely,
an “embrace of the Spirit,” including a “sub-
stantive critique and revision of Adventism’s
speech about God.” He also fails to give
evidence that his prescription will produce
genuine church growth, faithfulness to God’s
written words, and vitality in “the church’s
older strongholds [which are] suffering from
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flat or declining enthusiasm and faithfulness.”®

Finally, the author of “Embracing the Spirit”
deserves our appreciation for calling attention
to the “destructive tendencies of fundamental-
ism”—though he fails to justify his claims to
have discovered fundamentalism in Receiving
the Word.

ut with all due respect, I beg to differ with

Scriven’s assessment of developments
within contemporary Adventism, with his de-
batable analysis and evaluation of a work that
defends the church’s beliefs and practices, and
with his puzzling silence on crucial issues on
biblical authority and biblical truth.

There may be a place for denouncing a
book for abetting the
Seventh-day Adventist
Church’s alleged “fun-
damentalist” drift. But
negative criticisms that
fail to demonstrate ob-
jectively that the posi-
tion upheld in Receiv-
ing the Word is
unbiblical or out of
harmony with tradi-
tional Adventist belief
does not deserve seri-
ous attention nor serve the cause of truth—
however loudly one invokes the emotional
catch phrase of “fundamentalism.”

Therefore, instead of focusing on the “straw
man” erected by the author of “Embracing the
Spirit,” I will simply state the facts and proceed
to identify some unanswered questions in our
scholar’s work. In this way, I hope to correct
our scholar’s diagnosis of, and prescription
for, the church’s theological condition.

he book Receiving the Word argues that
some within our ranks have been infected
by the virus of contemporary higher criticism
(the historical-critical method). The symptoms
of this infection can be seen by all who care
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The author of “Embracing the
Spirit”encourages a “substan-
tial critique and revision of
Adventist theology.” Is this
actually a clamor for the
abandonment of some of our
biblically established doc-
trines and practices?
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about the health of the body of Christ: It has
created theological uncertainty among our
people, and paralyzed the growth and vitality
of the church in the areas where the product
of higher criticism has been embraced. Since
this new approach to Scripture denies the full
inspiration, trustworthiness, internal harmony,
and sole authority of the Bible, Receiving the
Word challenges the method as unbiblical and
incompatible with Seventh-day Adventist be-
liefs.?

But while opposed to contemporary higher
criticism, Receiving the Word does not seek to
promote the three tendencies of our scholar’s
dreaded “fundamentalism.” Contrary to the
subtle insinuations in “Embracing the Spirit,”
we do not shy away
from intellectual pur-
suits nor seek to create
“congregations of
poorly educated mem-
bers who win converts,
itis true, but have great
difficulty passing their
vision to succeeding
generations and make
little if any transforma-
tive difference in their
surrounding cultures.””
Besides, chapters 9 and 10 of Receiving the
Word dismiss any intimation that we argue for
a mechanical or literalistic reading of the
Bible. Moreover, our call for upholding the
ideals of God’s endtime “Remnant” does not
encourage the kind of “inward-looking sepa-
ratism” alluded to by our scholar.?®

The Bible-believing Adventism that is advo-
cated in Receiving the Word, and embraced by
an overwhelming majority of Seventh-day
Adventists around the world, is not afraid to
investigate, advance in, or clarify biblical truth.
But its quest for biblical truth, the whole truth,
and nothing but the truth, compels it to
challenge the kind of unbiblical thinking that
for some has become the hallmark of scholarly
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enlightenment and spiritual insight.

The Adventism encouraged in Receiving the
Word is a vibrant Christian movement that
rejoices that Jesus Christ died for our sins in
fulfillment of Bible prophecy, and has called
us to walk in his steps through a faithful,
obedient commitment to him. This kind of
Adventism does not pander to the spirit of our
age while believing or congratulating itself
that it is transforming its ambient culture or
renewing the beliefs of the church.

Our college administrator is a scholar who
claims to write “neither lightly nor recklessly.”®
Hence his “Embracing the Spirit” should not
be dismissed for being more noteworthy for its
breadth than for its depth. He indicates that he
has “considered the subject matter” and writ-
ten his thoughts “with all the care” that he can
muster.?’ Thus, he should not be faulted for
invoking the “fundamentalist” epithet as a
decoy for diverting attention from the key
issues raised in my recent book.?! Still, in all
fairness, it must be stated that his “Embracing
the Spirit” can only win the sympathy of those
who have already bought into the critical
heterodoxy challenged in Receiving the Word.

Some Unanswered Questions

ne cannot help but notice that, in “Em-

bracing the Spirit,” there is a deafening
silence regarding major questions of biblical
truth. A few examples will illustrate our obser-
vation.

Our college administrator’s “Open Letter to
Leaders of Adventism” speaks of “adventure to
truth.” But he is vague on whether that “adven-
ture” has a destination—i.e., a body of beliefs
that may be accepted as “the truth.” One is left
wondering if the emphasis on “adventure of
truth” is not an euphemism for parrying with
the truth.

He encourages the “refining,” “renewing,”
and “substantive critique and revision” of

”» o«
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Adventist theology. However, he does not
specify which of our Fundamental Beliefs
needs this kind of modification. Is it possible
that the call for a change in Adventist theology
is actually a clamor for the abandonment of
some of our biblically established doctrines
and practices?

The author of “Embracing the Spirit” sees the
Adventist Church “drifting” in the direction of
fundamentalism. Yet he fails to notice that his
observation of the church comes from the
vantage point of one who is riding a fast train
of change called the “adventure of truth.” Could
it be that those riding this speeding train are
rather the ones who are “drifting” away from
Adventism toward an unknown destination?

He speaks about “embracing the Spirit.” Yet
he is mute over whether that Spirit will ever
contradict the Spirit who inspired the written
Word to be the test of all spirits. One is left in
a quandary over whether the call to “embrace
the Spirit” is not a proposal for a paradigm shift
so that the “People of the Book” will now see
themselves as “the People of the Spirit"—as if
the Holy Spirit ever quarrels with his inspired
book.

Bible-believing Seventh-day Adventists
have always insisted: “The Spirit was not
given—nor can it ever be bestowed—to
supersede the Bible; for the Scriptures explic-
itly state that the word of God is the standard
by which all teaching and experience must
be tested” (The Great Controversy, p. vii). “To
the law and to the testimony: if they speak
not according to this word, it is because there
is no light in them” (Isaiah 8:20, KJV; cf.
Galatians 1:8, 9).

Finally, our scholar and college administra-
tor acknowledges the church’s “right and
obligation” to require our thought leaders to
be totally committed to the message and
mission of the church.?? Yet when the advo-
cates of theological change are called upon to
give account of their stewardship, he charac-
terizes it as an eagerness to “track down and
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penalize every effort at constructive innova-
tion.” Should we not expect those who take
upon themselves the responsibility of a “sub-
stantive critique and revision of Adventism’s
speech about God™* to (a) show why the
church’s beliefs and practices are unscriptural,
and (b) offer solid biblical basis for their new
“insights” or “adventure of truth”?

The author of “Embracing the Spirit” is silent
on the above questions. More significantly, he
avoids dealing with the hermeneutical issues
addressed in my Receiving the Word—issues
that lie at the heart of Adventism’s theological
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debates. Space constraints will not allow me to
present in this edited essay the controverted
issues on biblical inspiration and interpretation.

However, in my 50-page booklet response
to Dr. Scriven’s “Open Letter"—a response
from which this current article is excerpted—
I have identified some key questions for him
to address (see footnote 1 for details). I trust
that our scholar, who speaks so eloquently
and admirably of the “adventure of truth,” and
all others who share his attempt at “refining
and renewing” Adventist belief will now, in
the spirit of truth, offer candid answers.
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