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casual comments have profound implications for ere- 
ationism, since interpretation is then not tied to historic- 
ity, since one does not exegete a hymn in that manner. 
Thus they can draw equally from the creation motif and 
the liberation motif (liberation from Egyptian bondage), 
something that must warm the hearts of the Church’s 
liberation theologians. Interestingly, Deuteronomy 5 is 
the only biblical passage in the whole document quoted 
at length.

Some issues relative to the Sabbath that we as 
Adventists have traditionally been reluctant to address 
are included:

1. God finished his work on the seventh day— 
Adventist appeals to a putative pluperfect (“had fin- 
ished”) notwithstanding. We know this is a long- 
standing sensitive issue, since both the Samaritan 
Pentateuch and the Greek Septuagint read “the sixth 
day” for “the seventh day.”

2. What does it mean to “rest” when speaking of 
God? The authors say: “It would be banal to interpret 
God’s ‘rest’ as a kind of divine inactivity.” In this 
connection, they quote John 5:17: “My Father is work- 
ing still, and I am working” (note use of a modern 
translation), which indicates that the issue was still 
relevant at the time of Jesus.

Next, I want to look briefly at the document 
through the Jewish lenses of my graduate education. At 
first glance, the opening sentence of the introduction 
excludes Jews and Judaism since it begins not with the 
Sabbath, but with “The Lord’s Day.” Further, in the 
second paragraph, Psalms 118:24—“This is the day the 
Lord has made”—is hijacked as a reference to Sunday.

However, sections 13 and following return to 
the Old Testament and Judaism, even if the Jews are 
shut up within the First Covenant. In this connection 
the letter speaks strongly of the Sabbath being set in 
the context of the Decalogue, not the strictly cultic 
stipulations. These are seen as: “the very pillars of the 
moral life inscribed on the human heart.” Thus placed in 
the context of ethics, the Sabbath is “a defining and 
indelible expression of our relationship with God.”

iven the focus of the pope’s letter, I have been 
at pains to read it first as a pastor. In so doing,
I have found much that resonates with me. 

Frankly, I can only wish such a theology as is presented 
here had been in Adventism when I was growing up; but 
then I expect there will be many Catholics who wish the 
same for their religion. Clearly, Catholics have made 
great strides in understanding and formulating a 
theology of the Sabbath since Vatican II, as Adventists 
have done, during and since the sixties.

The scope of the document is almost breathtak- 
ing. By the end, it has covered numerous major teach- 
ings of the Church. In fact it reaches so far and wide, I 
am left with little doubt that it is the work of more than 
one individual.

A document of this magnitude invites and 
deserves comment from numerous angles. My interest 
lies principally at the level of the biblical text.

First, throughout the letter, unquestioned 
priority is given to the New Testament. The Old Testa- 
ment is only accorded relevance through the eyes of the 
New.

Second, I find no clear hermeneutic such that 
apart from the Church—or Holy See—and tradition one 
could take an unrelated issue and come up with an 
acceptable doctrine on any given issue. In practical 
terms, the “truth” precedes the arguments. As a conse- 
quence, the Old Testament is the handmaiden of the 
New Testament in a manner I find disturbing. While 
might makes right, in time right makes might, and the 
authors remember longingly when Sunday observance 
was more a matter of enforcement.

Next, though there are only a few references, it 
is clear that the authors are comfortable with the critical 
disciplines. Section 8, paragraph 2, says: “According to 
the Priestly writer of the first biblical creation story. . . .” 
This is not a reference to Moses. Then in section 9, 
paragraph 1, the letter speaks of: “The poetic style of 
the Genesis story . . .  a hymn to the Creator of the 
universe” and “a hymn to the goodness of creation.”

When consistently applied, these seemingly



has ended , it is said o f  th e  C hurch , th a t  she (fem inine 
p ro n o u n s  are  on ly  used for th e  C hurch , th is  is n o t a 
g e n d e r inclusive docum en t) “fe lt th a t  th e y  had  th e  
a u th o rity  to  tra n s fe r  th e  m ean in g  o f  th e  S abbath  to  th e  
day o f  th e  R esu rrec tio n .” A s it  tu rn s  ou t, th e  re s t is 
u ltim ate ly  from , n o t in, th e  Sabbath.

In  th e  final analysis, sc r ip tu re  is illu stra tiv e , n o t 
definitive, even th o u g h  sc rip tu ra l re ferences a re  kep t 
sep ara te  and  placed in th e  body  o f  th e  te x t, w h ile  all 
o th e r  references are  con ta ined  in 131 endno tes.

In  sum m ary, then , m y p a s to ra l h e a r t  is w arm ed  
by th e  v ib ran cy  seen n o t on ly  as possib le  b u t e ssen tia l to  
a C h ris tian  day  o f  w orsh ip . In  sh a rp  c o n tra s t, m y  h e a r t 
w as chilled  by th e  s ta rk  n a tu re  o f  c h a p te r  th ree , “D ies 
E cclesiae.” M eanw hile  m y academ ic p e rso n a  th a t  g rieved  
afte r U tre c h t, g rieves again. W ould  th a t  th e  w o rd  o f 
G od could  speak  unshackled .
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A t th is  p o in t I m u s t pause  and  c larify  one issue. 
T h e re  has been an u n fo rtu n a te  m is tra n s la tio n  from  th e  
L atin . Section  14 reads in E n g lish  in th e  c o n te x t o f  the  
Sabbath: “In  th e  f irs t place, therefo re , S unday  is th e  day 
o f  re s t  because it is th e  b lessed day, etc .” T h e  L atin  
beg in s th is  section: Quietis itaque dies. . . . T h is  is clearly  
a re ference  to  th e  S abbath  (quietis dies), n o t Sunday, 
dominica dies, in L atin . I t  w as n o t in ten d ed  to  claim  
E den ic  o rig in  for th e  Sabbath , as su b seq u en t com m en ts  
in th e  d o cu m en t m ake clear.

T h e  positive  s ta te m e n ts  abou t th e  Sabbath  
a lready  n o ted  do little  to  p re p a re  th e  re a d e r for section  
62: “I t  is th e  d u ty  o f  C h ris tian s  th e re fo re  to  rem em b er 
th a t, a lth o u g h  th e  p rac tices  o f  th e  Jew ish Sabbath  are  
gone, su rp assed  as th e y  are  by th e  ‘fu lfillm en t’ w hich 
Sunday  b rings, th e  u n d e rly in g  reasons for keep ing  ‘the  
L o rd ’s D ay ’ ho ly— inscribed  in th e  T e n  C om m and- 
m en ts— rem ain  valid , th o u g h  th e y  need to  be re in te r-  
p re te d  in  th e  lig h t  o f  th e  th e o lo g y  and  sp iritu a lity  o f 
Sunday. . . .”

In  section  63, Jesus’ re la tio n sh ip  to  th e  S abbath  
is e x p ress ly  ad d ressed  in th e  c o n te x t o f  M a tth e w  12:9- 
14, and  paralle ls. M a rk  2:28 is q u o ted  re co g n iz in g  Jesus 
as L o rd  o f  th e  Sabbath . H ow ever, before th is  p a ra g ra p h
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