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What Does One Do with Personal Beliefs?

P lease find a pencil and a piece of paper before you begin 
reading this issue of Spectrum. I have an assignm ent for you. 
At the top of the paper write the words “Me” and “Jesus” and begin 
to  th in k  ab o u t them . W rite  dow n y o u r re flec tions on Jesus a t d iffe ren t tim es in 

your own life. W hat is your earliest m em ory of him, how did that change in adolescence 
and into adulthood? Look at what has happened to your image of Jesus over the years.

This is an exercise that Marcus Borg talks about in his book Meeting Jesus Again fo r  the F irst Time, 
and one that I found particularly valuable right after September 11 , 2001, when every news story 
began by discussing how that event had changed our world. Surely Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection 
were similar. How have those events changed my worldview? Could I do as he suggested, love my 
enemies and think of ways to do good to those who would hurt me. How does one overcome evil with 
good rather than with force?

With those thoughts in mind, dig into this rich issue of Spectrum. We begin with a discussion of 
Jesus and the Synoptic Gospels, along with several book reviews. From there we move into the topics 
of science, faith, and history that have been focuses of attention during several meetings of the 
Adventist Church this year. We end with historical lessons of conscience.

Then when you finish reading this issue, find the paper again, and jot down any new thoughts 
about Jesus. As Ron Jolliffe says in his review of The Essential Jesus, knowing him should make a 
difference in how we live after we walk out the door on Sabbath morning. Does it? Does reading 
about him affect your expectations of yourself?

These are questions of new importance within the Adventist Church. Results of a recent survey 
of church members around the world (presented at the October Annual Council) showed that although 
90 percent of respondents indicated a firm commitment to Adventist teachings, less than 50 percent 
pray and read the Bible daily, less than 40 percent are active in Christian witnessing, and less than 30 
percent participate in community service. In other words, we believe, but we don’t act on our beliefs.

Borg can relate to those findings. He says that “Until my late thirties, I saw the Christian life as 
being primarily about believing.” The journey that he describes led him beyond belief, doubt, and 
disbelief “to an understanding of the Christian life as a relationship to the Spirit of God—a relation­
ship that involves one in a journey of transformation.”

“World Church Survey Sounds ‘Wake-Up Call,”’ the Adventist News Network reported on Octo­
ber 9, which led the Church’s Executive Committee to recommend that a task force be established to 
deal with specific areas of concern. What recommendations the Church task force proposes to address 
at Spring Council 2003 will be interesting to see. Borg says that it was several mystical experiences 
that fundamentally changed his understanding of God, Jesus, religion, and Christianity.

What will it be for you?

Bonnie Dwyer 
Editor

http://www.spectrummagazine.org
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The Perennial Quest 
for the Word of Life

Seventh-day Adventists and the Synoptic Problem

In  reconstructing the historical Jesus, a fe w  historical 

presuppositions are im portant.. . .  Here is onepresupposition: 

the Gospel o f M ark was used by the Gospels o f M atthew  

and Luke. I t  was one o f their m ajor sources. That is 

where I  begin. I f  tha t is wrong, everything w ill 

have to be redone. And, o f course, it could be proved wrong.

W ith publication of The Essential 
Jesusby Pacific Press and Signs 
Publishing Company (see pages 11-14, 

below), Seventh-day Adventists appear to be entering the 
discussion about the historical Jesus and his portrayal in the 
first three Gospels that has stood at the center of academic debate 
and scholarly activity for over a century. This latest entry marks another 
twist in the winding road that Adventism has followed in its discussion 
of appropriate biblical scholarship. Because the synoptic problem has been 
called the “cornerstone” of historical critical scholarship of the Gospels, 
Adventism’s latest entry is sure to raise questions.1

Should Adventists become more actively involved in the synoptic 
problem? Does the traditional “harmonizing” methodology allow 
Adventists a voice within a scholarly community that has accepted the 
literary interrelationship of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke) for more than 200 years?

By Bert Haloviak

—John Dominic Crossan

www.spectrum m agazine.org T H E  BIBLE 5
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“N o  o th e r  e n te r p r i s e  in  th e  h is to r y  o f  id e a s  h a s  

b e e n  s u b je c te d  to  a n y w h e re  n e a r  th e  s a m e  d e g r e e  o f  

s c h o la r ly  s c ru t in y ,” w r i t e s  H a n s - H e r b e r t  S to ld t .  

A d v e n t is t  in v o lv e m e n t  w o u ld  b e  a p p la u d e d  b y  B ru c e  

C o rley . “R a th e r  th a n  s t a n d  in  th e  d is ta n c e  a n d  ra i l  

a g a in s t  th e  e x c e s s e s  o f  c r i t ic is m ,” w r i t e s  C o rley , “i t  is 

th e  b e t t e r  p a r t  o f  a c a d e m ic  re s p o n s ib i l i ty , n o t  to  say  

C h r is t ia n  s te w a r d s h ip , to  d o  c o n s t r u c t iv e  s h a p in g  o f  

th e  d is c ip l in e .” A c c o rd in g  to  G r e g o r y  B oyd , th e  is su e  

“r e q u i r e s  e v a n g e l ic a ls  to  p a y  a t t e n t io n  a n d  p re p a r e  

th e m s e lv e s  to  in te l l ig e n t ly  r e s p o n d ,” in  o r d e r  “to  be  

in te l le c tu a l ly  v ia b le  in  o u r  a g e .”2

W hat Is the Synoptic Problem?

T h e  f i r s t  s y n o p t ic  c o m p a r is o n  o f  th e  G o s p e ls  w as  

d o n e  b y  J. J. G r ie s b a c h  in  1774 , w h e n  h e  p u b lis h e d  h is  

Synopse a n d  u se d  th e  w o rd  synoptic (“to  se e  to g e t h e r ”). 

“T h e  w o r k  p r in te d  th e  th r e e  G o s p e ls  p a ra l le l  to  e ach  

o th e r  a n d  s h o w e d  th e  a g r e e m e n ts  a n d  d is a g re e m e n ts  

a m o n g  th e m ,” w r i te s  M ic h a e l G . S te in h a u s e r .3 “T h u s ,  

i t  a l lo w e d  th e  r e a d e r  to  o b s e rv e  a th r e e fo ld  fa c t:”

1. V ir tu a l ly  a ll th e  m a te r ia l  in  M a r k  a p p e a rs  in  

M a t th e w  a n d / o r  L uke . O f  th e  661 v e rs e s  in  

M a rk , o v e r 6 0 0  o f  th e m  a re  s u b s ta n tia lly  fo u n d  

in  M a t th e w  a n d  o v e r  3 0 0  in  L u k e . F u r th e r m o r e ,  

a p a r t  f ro m  th a t  m a te r ia l  th e y  s h a r e  w ith  M a rk , 
M a t th e w  a n d  L u k e  a ls o  s h a r e  in  c o m m o n  a b o u t  
2 4 0  v e r s e s  n o t  fo u n d  in  M a r k .  T h e s e  v e r s e s  

c o n s is t  a lm o s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  o f  s a y in g s  o f  Je su s  
a n d  d is c o u rs e s .

2. A close comparison of the three synoptic Gospels 
reveals a high degree of similarity in vocabulary, 
in word order and sentence structure, as well as 
in the particularities of style.

3. The sequence of the narrative units (or pericopes) 
is similar in each of the three synoptic Gospels. It 
is unlikely that three different authors working 
entirely independently would have followed 
narrative sequences so strikingly alike.

The question of the literary relationship of the 
first three Gospels or, more specifically, the question 
of how the agreements and disagreements in 
wording and content, and the order of events, are

to be explained became a central question in New 
Testament scholarship and remains an important 
question to this day. This issue constitutes the 
synoptic problem.4

The Two-Source Hypothesis (2$H) 
and Markan Priority

M o s t  c u r r e n t  w r i t e r s  o f  s y n o p t ic  c o m m e n ta r ie s ,  as 

w e ll as o th e r s  w ith in  th e  la s t  g e n e ra t io n ,  p ro c e e d  o n  

th e  a s s u m p tio n  th a t  M a t th e w  a n d  L u k e  u se d  M a r k  as 

th e i r  p r im a r y  so u rc e . In  a d d it io n , th e y  su p p o s e d ly  

a c c e ss e d  a s o u rc e  k n o w n  as “Q . ” M a te r ia l  u n iq u e  to  

M a t th e w  h a s  b e e n  la b e le d  “M ,” a n d  th a t  u n iq u e  to  

L u k e  “L .” T h u s ,  a l th o u g h  o th e r  h y p o th e s e s  a b o u t  

l i t e r a r y  s o u rc e s  h a v e  v ig o r o u s ly  c h a l le n g e d  th e  2 -  o r  

4 S H  s in c e  th e  1960s, th is  o n e  s t i l l  s e e m s  to  d o m in a te  

u n d e r s ta n d in g s  a b o u t  h o w  th e  s y n o p t ic  e v a n g e l is t s  

u ti l iz e d  th e i r  s o u rc e s  as th e y  w r o te  t h e i r  G o sp e ls .
Not all New Testament scholars agree to either 

Markan priority or the necessity of Q.

In 19 6 4  William R. Farmer reopened the 
synoptic problem by rejecting the priority of 
the Gospel of Mark and the whole idea of the 
use of the hypothetical source “Q” by the authors 
of Matthew and Luke and called for a return to 
the hypothesis of Johann Griesbach that Mat­
thew is the first of the synoptic Gospels, that 
Luke copied his Markan and non-Markan parallels 
from Matthew, and that Mark put together his 
Gospel as a conflation of Matthew and Luke.5

The Hypothetical Source “GT

T h e  d is c o v e ry  o f  th e  G o s p e l  o f  T h o m a s  a t  N a g  

H a m m a d i, E g y p t ,  in  1945  s u g g e s ts  th a t  s o m e th in g  

like Q  d id , in  fac t, e x is t .6 S o m e  w r i t e r s  h av e  t r a n ­

sc e n d e d  th e  h y p o th e t ic a l  n a tu r e  o f  Q a n d  c o n s id e r  i t  
an  e m b e d d e d  “G o s p e l” w i th in  M a t th e w  a n d  L u k e . 

“T h o s e  tw o  a u th o r s  a lso  u se  M a r k  as a r e g u la r  
s o u rc e ,” c la im s  Jo h n  D o m in ic  C ro s s a n , “so  Q is 

d is c e rn ib le  w h e re v e r  th e y  a g re e  w ith  o n e  a n o th e r  b u t  
la c k  a  M a r k a n  p a ra l le l .  S in ce , lik e  M a r k ,  th a t  d o c u ­

m e n t  h a s  i t s  o w n  g e n e r ic  i n t e g r i t y  a n d  th e o lo g ic a l  

c o n s is te n c y  a p a r t  f ro m  i ts  u se  as a  Quelle o r  s o u rc e  fo r



others, I refer to i t . . .  as the Q Gospel’. ’1
James M. Robinson, Paul Hoffmann, and John S. 

Kloppenborg have attempted the ultimate effort in Q 
research. These three men co-chair the International 
Q Project and have worked with some forty other 
scholars over a period of a decade to reconstruct Q 
word-for-word in Greek. In 2000, the team published 
a one-volume critical edition of Q. Altogether, it has 
so far published seven volumes of the “Documenta Q 
Project,” a summary of historically relevant scholarly 
opinions from French, German, and English scholars 
on various Q topics such as the Lord’s Prayer, the 
temptations of Jesus, and so forth.8

Two-Source Hypothesis and 
Redaction Criticism

Another form of criticism that has entered into the 
synoptic discussion is redaction criticism. According 
to G. R. Osborne, this is “a historical and literary 
discipline which studies both the ways the redactors/ 
editors/authors changed their sources and the seams 
or transitions they utilized to link those traditions 
into a unified whole.”9

“The purpose of this approach,” continues 
Osborne, “is to recover the author’s theology and 
setting. . . . Redaction criticism must build upon the 
results of source criticism, for the final results are 
determined in part by one’s choice of Markan or 
Matthean priority.”10

Osborne suggests that any study of the Gospels 
will be enhanced by redaction-critical techniques: “A 
true understanding of the doctrine of inspiration 
demands it. . . . God gave the synoptists freedom to 
omit, expand and highlight these traditions in order 
to bring out individual nuances peculiar to their own 
Gospel.” With that view of how inspiration worked in 
the Gospels, concludes Osborne, “there is no necessity 
to theorize wholesale creation of stories, nor to assert 
that these nuances were not in keeping with the 
original Gospels.”11

Seventh-day Adventists and Synoptic Research

According to Raymond Cottrell, an associate editor of 
the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary; which was

published between 1953 and 1957, the open theological 
climate within Adventism in the 1950s to mid-1960s 
offered an “honest way” for the editors “in their 
dedication first to the Bible and then to the church” to 
address the issue of interpretation of the Scriptures.12

“We realized that some church members, used to 
the dogmatic, proof-text approach,” he has recalled, 
“would feel uncomfortable and threatened by the 
openness of the Commentary; but we believed that in 
time the church would come to appreciate the virtues 
of openness and that our endeavor to be faithful to the 
text of Scripture would have a corrective effect.”13 

This climate of openness allowed a Seventh-day 
Adventist, apparently for the first time, to address the 
question of the synoptic problem in print. Earle 
Hilgert, professor of New Testament at the Seventh- 
day Adventist Theological Seminary (then in Takoma 
Park, Maryland), wrote the 230-page article “Tower’ 
and ‘Higher’ Biblical Criticism” that appeared in 
Volume 5 of the Commentary. After a brief history of 
scholarly approaches to the “literary similarities that 
exist between the Synoptic Gospels,” Hilgert listed 
proposed solutions, among them 2SH and an analysis 
that B. H. Streeter had offered in 1924.14

Hilgert had offered some “tentative suggestions,” 
essentially embracing what today is known as the 2SH. 
Hilgert’s major points were that the Holy Spirit led 
the synoptic evangelists to “use previously written 
documents in the preparation of their Gospels”; Mark 
was “probably” the first Gospel to be written; Mark 
was “evidently one of the written sources upon which 
Matthew and Luke drew in composing their accounts 
of Jesus”; and “similarities in the material common to 
Matthew and Luke, but not found in Mark, indicate 
that they drew upon another common source, or 
sources, besides Mark.”15

In the end, Hilgert decided that, “Although the 
exact content and place of origin of this source 
cannot be determined, the term Q may be considered 
a working label for purposes of identification.”16 

A clearly different atmosphere toward theological 
openness prevailed during the 1980s. In its approval 
of the report of the Methods of Bible Study Committee, 
the 1986 Annual Council of the General Conference 
accepted the following statement:

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


In recent decades the most prominent method 
in biblical studies has been known as the histori­
cal-critical method. Scholars who use this method, 
as classically formulated, operate on the basis of 
presuppositions which, prior to studying the 
biblical text, reject the reliability of accounts of 
miracles and other supernatural events narrated 
in the Bible. Even a modified use of this method 
that retains the principle of criticism which 
subordinates the Bible to human reason is 
unacceptable to Adventists.17

The committee rejected comparative analysis of 
sources that synoptic evangelists used. Instead, in cases 
of apparent “discrepancy or contradition,” readers were 
urged to “look for the underlying harmony” and to “keep 
in mind that dissimilarities may be due to minor errors 
of copyists or may be the result of differing emphases 
and choice of materials of various authors who wrote 
under the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit 
for different audiences under different circumstances.”18 

Some denominational theologians urged the Church 
to take a decisive stand against the historical-critical 
method. “The historical-critical method has emptied 
churches in Europe,” claimed one, “it has taught man 
to live autonomously relative to God’s Word. As a 
church we must take a decisive stand before we find 
ourselves in similar circumstances. We must recognize 
where we are and treat the causes of the disease before 
the results are fatal.”19

Another wrote that “Rejection of the historical- 
critical method cannot be done partially. Who keeps 
a little of it, keeps it entirely. . . .  I entirely reject 
any humanistic scientific-critical method for studying 
the Scriptures.”20

The major theological voice against approaches to 
the synoptic problem that stress literary dependence 
was Gerhard Hasel, professor of Old Testament and 
Biblical Theology at the Seventh-day Adventist Theo­
logical Seminary at Andrews University. In two major 
works on hermeneutics, Hasel urged against focusing 
on “a supposedly preliterary stage or its reconstructed 
setting in life.” Instead, he called for a focus solely upon 
the final text of the Scripture “as it is available to us.”21

Hasel exhibited wide familiarity with the literature 
of source, form, and redaction criticism, yet he con­
cluded, “We believe that the historical-critical method 
is not an adequate method of Bible study for a person 
who accepts the Bible as the Word of God.”22

In 1982, John Brunt offered the most compelling 
Adventist argument in favor of 2SH in synoptic 
research and the value of the historical-critical method. 
He made his point in “A Parable of Jesus as a Clue to 
Biblical Interpretation,” which Spectrum published in 
December 1982.23

Brunt analyzed the parable of the wicked tenants 
and discussed how each of the synoptic writers used 
the parable differently. “When the synoptic gospels are 
carefully compared,” noted Brunt, “it is evident that the 
evangelists have modified material they received” (41).

Brunt embraced the usefulness of redaction critical 
exegesis. “This modification is purposeful,” he wrote. 
“While in no way contradictory, the Gospels do use 
the parable with different theological emphases, and 
the modifications contribute to these emphases. . . . 
Differences in detail are not merely a matter of faulty 
memory, but rather of conscious modification in order 
to communicate a message” (41-42).

Brunt called for Adventists to reap the benefits from 
studying each synoptists’ redaction. “By analyzing the 
editing of this parable by each gospel writer,” he claimed, 
“Bible students have three texts from which to learn, 
instead of one” (42).

To Brunt, study of the way each Gospel writer used 
“both traditional material and his own contributions to 
form a new literary creation” can provide deep insight 
into the purpose of the inspired writer and provide 
insight into relevance of the writing for our time. (37).

Conclusion

Adventists can benefit from a comparative analysis 
of the sources used in writing the synoptic Gospels.24 
These benefits arise partly from the intensity with 
which the synoptists’ words and phrases are examined, 
thus demanding a close look at the Scriptures.

At present, practitioners of source and redaction 
criticism no longer view the synoptic evangelists as



mere purveyors or “scissors and paste” accumulators, 
but rather as inspired theologians who, although 
bound to their sources, felt called to organize and 
adapt their materials within their own contexts.

Regardless of their approach, it seems erroneous 
for one group of theologians to place practitioners of 
the 2SH beyond the pale of orthodoxy. Wrote George 
Eldon Ladd, himself a conservative evangelical 
scholar, “Most evangelical New Testament scholars 
have recognized the validity of the ‘documentary 
hypothesis,’ viz., that Matthew and Luke made use 
of Mark and Q; and . . . this critical solution is in no 
way hostile to an evangelical faith.”25

As they have done in other contexts, perhaps 
Seventh-day Adventists can learn to see Jesus within

the correct text of the Gospels, and the correct 
way to interpret the Gospels, is a vital aspect of 
the Church’s perennial quest for the Word of Life.28
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The Need for a Jesus-Centered Faith
A Review of The Essential Jesus: The Man, His Message, His Mission, edited by 
Bryan W. Ball and William G. Johnsson. Boise, Idaho: Pacific Press, 2002.

By Ronald L. Jolliffe

I was delighted to hear that the denomi­
nation was publishing The Essential Jesus: The 
Man, H is Message, H is Mission. Just released, it 

contains thirteen chapters written by twelve contributors, 
all o f whom  hold doctoral-level degrees. T he authors are 
Adventist editors, scholars, educators, and administrators.

I wanted to love this book, and 
there are sections well worth 
reading. For example, Roy Adams’s 
chapter on the compassion of Jesus 
encourages readers to replicate— 
rather than just affirm—the com­
passion of Jesus. Adams asks how 
one is softened by the compassion 
of Jesus when continuously bom­
barded by images of evil in the 
media. He begins a response with 
practical questions about Jesus.

Adams wonders what Jesus did 
for bedding, bathing, toilet needs, 
cleansing of hair and teeth, breakfast, 
clean clothes, laundry. He writes that, 
though it may be inappropriate to 
accept Jesus’ lack of these necessities 
as a model for us today, nevertheless 
Jesus’ example “certainly points 
up the obscenity of our natural 
and inordinate reach for the most 
comfortable and prestigious roles 
in the kingdom” (199). Adams urges 
replication of Jesus’ life, which, in 
addition to its clearly spiritual 
concerns, was also committed to 
serving the social and physical 
needs of people, not only individu­
ally, but also in groups. In short, 
Adams calls for social action in 
the political order.

A Book about Christ,
Not about Jesus

I wanted all of this book to be 
about Jesus’ teachings, for I believe 
concentrated attention upon them 
is an urgent need in current 
Adventist living. But the majority 
of this book is not about Jesus. 
Most chapters in this book deal 
with Christology (even if every 
chapter names Jesus in the title).

There is a distinction in schol­
arship between “Jesus” and “Christ” 
that can be explained by Peter’s 
confession. When Jesus asked 
Peter, “Whom do you say I am?” 
Peter did not reply with the 
statement, “You are Jesus.” That 
would be a fact, the kind of thing 
recorded in the census records in 
Bethlehem, knowable to all who 
cared to learn, regardless of their 
level of acquaintance with Jesus. 
But Peter’s reply, “You are the 
Christ,” was commended by Jesus 
as something that flesh and blood 
had not revealed to Peter: it was a 
belief statement.

This book would have provided 
a service to its readers had it 
explained this important distinction

between two scholarly disciplines. 
The first, Christology, considers 
doctrines about Christ, his pre­
existence as the Logos; his virgin 
birth, his role as Savior, Mediator, 
returning Lord. These topics 
focus on what the Church teaches 
about who Christ is, what he did 
for people, ano how to have a 
relationship with him.

The second discipline, Jesus 
Studies, focuses on Jesus’ own 
words and deeds while he walked 
the earth, his parables, riddles, 
healings, and so forth, and the 
nature of the documents in the 
New Testament that speak about 
Jesus, especially the Gospels. As a 
Jesus scholar who works for a 
church that seems primarily 
interested in doctrinal concerns, I 
had hoped from the title that this 
book would make “Jesus” its focal 
point. But because the book primarily 
examines doctrines about Christ, it 
should have been titled The Essential 
Christ, especially when there is 
already a thoughtful book with the 
title The Essential Jesus, a book that 
takes Jesus’ words so seriously that 
at times fewer than five or six of 
his words stand as the only words 
on an entire page.1

I am currently on sabbatical 
researching a reference work in 
Jesus scholarship during the day 
and reading this book in the 
evenings. I nave been embarrassed 
that too many sections of the book 
seem eager to condemn Jesus
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scholarship. Curiously, the chapters 
most vocal in their attacks on 
historical Jesus studies are the 
chapters devoted to Christological 
issues. Chapters on Christology 
should interact with the scholarly 
literature in Christology.

The Jesus of History and 
the Christ of Faith

Although the book mentions the 
“Jesus of history” and the “Christ 
of faith,” it could do more to explain 
why this distinction is essential for 
Adventists to understand and even 
apply in their own witness. The 
need for this distinction is described 
in the Introduction: “The Jesus of 
our own imagination frequently 
rises to replace the Jesus of the Bible. 
How easy it is to create a Jesus to 
our liking!” (15). Jesus scholarship 
attempts to separate “faith” state­
ments from “fact” statements in 
order to provide some controls on 
the creative imagination of faith, 
yet this book’s relentless attacks on 
scholarship seem willingly ignorant 
of what scholarship is.

Scholarship is a method, not 
a religion. Scholarship requires a 
neutral stance that allows no special 
privilege and brooks no special 
pleading.2 Scholarship is not about 
the condemnation of faith, it is about 
the establishment of fact. It should 
be irrelevant whether a person, when 
working as a scholar,; is or is not a 
believer. The scholar, for example, 
is not free to say, “I will carefully and 
objectively analyze the reliability of 
the factual history of the Koran, the 
holy book of Islam, but I will change 
my methods of research when I 
turn to the Bible and will accept 
every statement as true because 
I believe it is inspired by God.”

There is an excellent demon­
stration of a scholar at work on 
pages 44-47. In these pages, Nancy

Vyhmeister capably and clearly 
demonstrates the need for and use 
of the historical-critical method in 
her treatment of Josephus’s passages 
that make reference to Jesus. In her 
work she (rightly) removes every 
statement from this first-century 
historian about his faith in Jesus. 
She does her work as historian well.

Her critical work convincingly 
demonstrates that Josephus did 
not believe in Jesus, even though 
in the scribally emended text as it 
exists today Josephus has strong 
statements of belief in Jesus as the 
Christ. Her scholarly work does 
not make her an unbeliever or the 
enemy of faith. She is working as 
a scholar-—not as a believer—in 
this analysis of a historical passage 
in a book. This kind of careful 
thinking is essential to all scholar­
ship and needed by all denomina­
tions, but is not always evident in 
The Essential Jesus.

For example, at one point the 
book proclaims the “factual” nature 
of the virgin birth (87-88, 90) and 
states, “On the evidence of eyewit­
nesses and his own investigations, 
Luke tells us that Jesus was con­
ceived by the Holy Spirit and born 
of a virgin, Mary” (94). These are 
belief statements, impossible to 
document as fact even if something 
good could come from doing so. 
There were no eyewitnesses to 
Mary’s conception (not even Mary 
herself), and Luke, decades later, had 
no way to make a personal investi­
gation. What would he have looked 
for? I suppose that in an attempt to 
emphasize the importance of the 
virgin birth the author fell into the 
error of equating fact with truth.

Facts and Truths

Facts are just facts; they require no 
belief stance. It is a fact that there 
was an actual city of Jerusalem in

Jesus’ own day. It is a fact that a 
person named Jesus died just 
outside the city of Jerusalem. Facts 
may be interesting, and even 
accurate, but one doesn’t stake 
one’s life on them. It is a fact that 
Jesus died on a cross. Muslims, 
Buddhists, and atheists know this 
fact. It is a truth that Jesus died on 
a cross to save the world.

Bryan Ball, one author in this 
book, makes this distinction nicely 
at one point when he says, “The 
incarnation is . . . one of the central 
truths of the Christian faith and a 
great mystery. It is no less true, no 
less significant, no less essential, 
because it is a mystery that tran­
scends the limits of human under­
standing, commending itself to 
faith as well as to argument” (87).3

When scholarship concludes that 
something is not a historical fact, it 
does not necessarily argue that the 
event did not happen, but merely 
says that the event does not meet 
the criteria of historicity and 
therefore can only be accepted on 
faith. The term “historical Jesus” is 
a technical term that does not refer 
to “who Jesus actually was.” “His­
torical” specifically and distinctly 
refers to what can be demonstrated 
as certain without requiring one to 
first believe. A “historical” fact does 
not require a faith stance to be 
accepted. Jesus, as he actually was 
in the past, was much richer and far 
more complex than can ever be 
known by historical studies. A 
faithful stance toward Christ will 
always move far beyond what history 
can verify about Jesus, but it ought 
not be in direct violation of what 
can be demonstrated as historical.

Scholarship is a protective 
mechanism to help avoid the flights 
of fancy that are too frequently 
confused with faith.4 Without the 
controls that the historical Jesus 
provides, there can be no method to



assess the validity of any claim 
about Jesus. Scholarship is the 
friend of faith and the enemy only 
of falsehood and deceit. It is not 
truth, it is a midwife of truth.

In places, this book attacks 
scholars and then proceeds to do 
what it attacked scholarship for 
doing. For example, the beginning 
of the chapter on “The Work and 
Words of Jesus” says,

For a long time students of 
Jesus have attempted to add to or 
subtract from the information 
about Jesus contained in these 
Gospels,. . .  to get “behind” the 
New Testament to find the 
Historical Jesus.

What follows is based on my 
understanding that one cannot 
get “behind” the four Gospels, 
that they preserve Jesus as He 
existed in the memories of His 
closest followers, and that these 
memories give us the best access 
to the mighty work and words 
of Jesus. (124)

Later in the same chapter the 
same author says, “Jesus always used 
Abba in addressing God (sixteen 
times in the Gospels, see for example 
Mark 14:36).” However, a quick 
look in a concordance makes clear 
that in the Greek New Testament 
Abba (a transliterated Aramaic 
word for “father”) only appears once 
in the Gospels (at Mark 14:36) and 
twice more in Paul (Rom. 8:15 and 
Gal. 4:6). For the other references in 
the “sixteen” the author had to 
count something else, probably 
the Greek word for father {pater).

In other words, in the New 
Testament, Jesus called God Abba 
once, and the author believes it is 
possible to get “behind” the text 
and say the Greek word pater 
camouflages the other references. 
The author is getting “behind” the

Jesus taught things 

that make a difference

in how you live 

when you walk out 

of church on a

Sabbath morning.

text to know more about Jesus than 
the text actually states.

My complaint is not with what 
the author does, but with his 
condemnation of others who try 
to get “behind” the text. Scholars 
must do all they can to get “behind” 
the text, otherwise the Scriptures 
become an endless list of puzzles. 
Why do women have to have their 
heads covered because of the angels 
(l Cor. 11 :10)? Are followers of 
Jesus really supposed to do every­
thing the scribes and Pharisees 
teach (Matt. 23:1-3)? Did Jesus 
really declare “all foods clean” 
(Mark 7:19)? Should one always eat 
whatever food is provided (Luke 
10:7; 1 Cor. 10:25)? Scholars must 
use all the information available 
from antiquity, epigraphic and 
material, and do everything possible 
to understand the text.5

One disappointing aspect of this 
book is that it rarely addresses the 
teachings of Jesus that most directly 
challenge contemporary North 
American Adventist viewpoints. 
Where are Jesus’ words that 
undermine the preeminence of

consumerism, or the need to advo­
cate the justice that might make the 
need for gated communities obsolete? 
Where are the warnings of how 
honoring of dead prophets can be 
used abusively (Matt. 23:27-32)?

Where are warnings against the 
troublesome issues of hierarchy, in 
which some are considered to hold 
more authority simply because of 
office or position (Matt. 23:8-12)? 
Where are the words of Jesus that 
point out the confusion that comes 
from considering correct belief as 
more important than selfless living? 
What would it mean for Adventism 
to take seriously the statement of 
Jesus that practicing justice is even 
more important than tithing?

The reason I had hoped for a 
book about Jesus—instead of 
another book about Christ—is 
articulated by Harold Bloom, who 
has argued that American religion 
is gnostic, representing a complete 
dualistic division between the body 
and the soul. He claims that 
American religion assumes that 
what one “believes” in one’s head 
is the important thing about being 
religious, no matter how one lives. 
According to him, American religion 
equates a personal relationship 
with God with true religion.6

Much of this book could be used 
to prove that Bloom’s hypothesis is 
essentially accurate in describing 
popular Adventistism. For a book 
about The Essential Jesus, there is 
too little interest in the practical 
teachings of Jesus that make a 
difference when one walks out 
of the church door on a Sabbath 
morning. However well the book 
is written, too much is devoted to 
stuff one only thinks about while 
sitting in church: Old Testament 
texts that predict the coming 
Messiah, the virgin birth, the 
mystery of the incarnation, the 
judgment and its heavenly account­
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ing procedures, the applications of 
blood in the Most Holy Place of 
the heavenly temple, and so forth.

These are churchly doctrines 
about Christ—Christology—-to be 
distinguished from the teachings of 
Jesus. Jesus taught things that make 
a difference in how you live when 
you walk out of the church on a 
Sabbath morning: “Feed the hun­
gry”; “Call no person your spiritual 
authority”; “Watch the grass grow”; 
“Keep your prayers short”; “Love 
people who despise you.”

Notes and References
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Christians need to be willing to apply to 
their own documents and traditions the same 
critical scholarship that they apply to the
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Historical Jesus Debate

Marcus J. Borg and N. T. Wright. The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions. 

San Francisco: Harper, 1999.

Reviewed by Gary Chartier
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how they believe we should reach 
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engaging introduction to the 
contemporary historical study

of Jesus by scholars who are both 
friends and fellow Christians.

To understand The Meaning 
o f Jesus its context, it may be 
useful to begin with an overview
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text as it was when delivered to Mohammed. 
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of the development of modern 
Christian thinking about Jesus as 
a figure of history.

It is a commonplace that Jewish 
faith and Christian faith are histori­
cal, not only in the sense that they 
have developed over time, but also 
in the sense that they concern 
themselves with historical events. 
Jews and Christians have character­
istically believed that God does 
things in history, that divine action 
changes both our understanding 
of the human situation and the 
human situation itself.



For Jews, God’s paradigmatic 
historical action is Israel’s exodus 
from slavery in Egypt. Whatever her 
precise understanding of this exodus, 
a traditionally minded Jew will see 
God’s will behind the liberation of 
Israel and the consequent creation 
of a new nation. Because of what 
God has done, history is different, 
importantly different.

In the same way, Christians 
have traditionally seen the life, 
ministry, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus as God’s decisive, definitive 
actions in human history. They 
continue to disagree about just 
what God accomplished in and 
through these events. Some Chris­
tians see them primarily as media 
of divine self-disclosure; others 
interpret them as the means by 
which a substitutionary atonement 
was effected; still others understand 
them as unleashing a powerful 
dynamic that has transformed 
human social, cultural, and political 
history. The majority Christian 
view has been, in any case, that 
they matter profoundly.

Christian belief in the centrality 
of these events for human history 
has come under increasing attack 
since the eighteenth century. It has 
seemed incredible to many people 
that a set of events that occurred 
over the course of a few years in 
Palestine two millennia ago could 
be the prime instance of God’s 
activity in human affairs. Not 
unreasonably, critics have asked: 
Why there? Why then? What 
about the rest of the world?

Some theologians and philoso­
phers have asked whether history 
could bear the weight Christianity 
seemed to place on it. Faith seemed 
to require absolute, unswerving 
commitment. But historical recon­
struction was always tentative, 
probabilistic. Historical claims 
could always be falsified and were

never, in any case, certain. How 
could Christians rely on the Gospels 
as they made firm commitments to 
Jesus if their knowledge of him 
was always provisional?

Also problematic from the 
standpoint of many historians and 
philosophers has been the idea that 
we could be confident that the sorts 
of wondrous events reported in the 
Gospels actually occurred. David 
Hume famously argued that a 
miracle, understood as a violation 
of physical law is a priori improb­
able—so improbable that it will 
always be more likely that evidence 
purporting to establish that it 
occurred should be discounted than 
that it did, in fact, take place.

Related to this epistemological 
challenge has been a metaphysical 
one. If the world operates in 
accordance with orderly natural 
laws, what room is there—critics in 
an era increasingly dominated by a 
mechanistic worldview that re­
flected popular understandings of 
Newtonian physics asked—for acts 
that seem so clearly to violate these 
laws? Given our understanding of 
the world, are the accounts offered 
in the Gospels genuinely believable?

A clear implication of this 
challenge was that the Gospels 
themselves were to be studied like 
other ancient historical documents. 
Though so-called “historical- 
critical” study of the Gospels is as 
old as the patristic period (consider, 
for instance, the careful work of 
Theodore of Mopsuestia), it took off 
in earnest in the nineteenth century.

Scholars focused on the textual 
prehistories of the Gospels, their 
relationships with each other and 
with other biblical books, parallels 
between them and various 
nonbiblical sources, the role of 
archaeology and ancient history in 
confirming or disconfirming the 
portraits of Jesus they offered, and

so forth. In addition, they sought 
increasingly to offer comprehensive 
portraits—biographies—of Jesus.

They often sought to depict 
Jesus in terms that might appear 
winsome to nineteenth-century 
liberal readers. They also attempted, 
regularly enough, to explain away 
the strange and the miraculous. 
Jesus didn’t rise from the dead; he 
swooned and revived in the tomb. 
He didn’t feed the five thousand with 
miraculously multiplied loaves and 
fishes; he encouraged his hearers to 
share their food with each other.

The story of their efforts 
has famously been told in Albert 
Schweitzer’s The Quest o f the 
Historical Jesus. Schweitzer noted 
the domestication of Jesus in 
the work of his contemporaries, 
who had failed, he believed, to 
take the measure of Jesus’ 
essential strangeness.

Understood in historical 
context, Jesus was an apocalyptic 
prophet who incorrectly antici­
pated—and sought to precipitate— 
the end of the world. Powerfully 
moved by the spirit of Jesus, 
Schweitzer devoted his life to 
medical missionary work in Africa. 
But before his academic career 
in Germany had ended, he had 
effectively lowered the curtain on 
the first act in the drama of modern 
study of the “historical Jesus.”

Writing during the same period 
as Schweitzer, Martin Kahler 
argued—in The So-Called Historical 
Jesus and the Authentic Biblical 
Christ—that it was ultimately the 
Christ encountered in Scripture and 
the preaching of the church who 
was the real Christ, not the Christ 
reconstructed by secular historical 
method. Kahler sought to leapfrog 
over the difficult or impossible task 
of ascertaining what Jesus was 
really like by suggesting that what 
mattered was the experience of
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Christ mediated to us in the Bible.
Approaches that resembled 

Kahler’s were dominant during the 
first half of the twentieth century. 
Rudolf Bultmann maintained that 
the sheer fact—the “that”—of 
Jesus’ existence mattered for faith. 
But he sought to insulate faith from 
the corrosive acids of historical 
skepticism by declaring everything 
else about the historical figure of 
Jesus irrelevant to the Christian life.

Bultmann was quite prepared 
to engage in serious historical 
inquiry into Jesus’ ministry and 
message, but he maintained that 
what mattered for contemporary 
Christians was nothing but the 
transformation effected by the 
grace of God encountered in the 
church’s preaching about Jesus. 
Whatever the results of historical 
research, Bultmann said, it was the 
preached Christ who changed lives, 
who was ultimately important.

Karl Barth was much more 
prepared than Bultmann to affirm 
the historicity of the broad outlines 
of the Gospel narrative of Jesus. 
For Bultmann, it was necessary, for 
instance, to say only that Jesus was 
“risen in the kerygma—that Chris­
tians should be concerned with the 
life-changing power of the story of 
the resurrection rather than with 
the question, What happened on the 
Sunday after Jesus was crucified?

Barth wanted to say much more, 
to affirm with other orthodox 
Christians that Jesus was truly made 
alive by God in exalted but embodied 
form after his death on the cross. 
But he wanted to do so in a way that 
rendered Christian historical claims 
immune to historical challenge. By 
placing key Christian claims off- 
limits to historical verification or 
falsification, he fed the unwarranted 
suspicion of some evangelical critics 
that he did not believe the Gospels’ 
central events had really happened.

Many other scholars found 
themselves increasingly uneasy 
with the abandonment of critical 
history as a resource for Christian 
faith, which the work of each had, 
in different ways, encouraged. 
Comforting as it might be to protect 
the gospel from the potentially 
negative consequences of historical 
scrutiny, it seemed nonetheless as 
if safety from historical refutation 
were being purchased at the price 
of abandoning the central Chris­
tian conviction that God made a 
difference in and for history.

Thus, Bultmann’s student,
Ernst Kasemann, argued that 
Christians needed to demonstrate 
the existence of at least some 
meaningful continuity between the 
Jesus of history and the Christ 
proclaimed by the church. 
Kasemann’s brief for this position 
is often seen as the charter for a 
second quest—the so-called “New 
Quest” for the historical Jesus.

Chastened by the failure of the 
original quest, the New Questers 
opted for a relatively minimalist 
approach. They sought, not to 
construct elaborate biographies of 
Jesus that focused on his inner life 
and the minute details of his career, 
as they understood their predeces­
sors as having done, but to spell out 
what they believed could be affirmed 
with confidence about him on the 
basis of sober historical research.

Based on their understanding 
of the origins of the Gospels and 
the history of the early church— 
often mutually reinforcing and 
developed in tandem—they offered 
careful reconstructions of Jesus’ 
sayings and actions. Some articu­
lated criteria designed to help them 
distinguish authentic words of 
Jesus from ones created by the 
early church. And they began to 
publish a flood of books and articles.

The results of their inquires were

mixed. Some believed that historical 
reconstruction provided a firm basis 
for the confident affirmation of the 
church’s historic convictions. Some 
were satisfied with showing the 
existence of minimal continuity 
between the Jesus of history and the 
Jesus proclaimed by the church. Some 
wondered if even this was possible.

Whereas the New Questers had 
concerned themselves primarily with 
the Gospels and had seen their task 
as, at root, theological, those who 
undertook the so-called Third Quest, 
beginning in the 1970s, adopted a 
somewhat broader focus and, often 
enough, a different self-understand­
ing. They attempted to situate Jesus 
within the context of the ancient 
Mediterranean world, seeking in 
particular to learn about him by 
studying the history, culture, and 
texts of his Jewish contemporaries.

Many of them saw themselves 
less as theologians than as historians, 
intent on bracketing religious 
concerns professionally, if not 
personally. Their work proved 
fruitful and instructive. It offered 
richer portraits of Jesus that 
began to make increasing sense 
of his behavior in light of the 
dynamics of life in Israel under 
Roman occupation during what 
we now call the first century.

The scholars who have under­
taken the Third Quest have included 
Jewish historians, like Geza Vermes, 
as well as Christians, including A. E. 
Harvey, Ben F. Meyer, E. R Sanders, 
Marcus Borg, and Tom Wright. 
Although today’s Jesus scholars 
find themselves speaking with 
confidence about some matters, they 
also disagree dramatically about 
others. Some of their disagreements 
are narrowly historical; others are 
simultaneously historical and 
theological. The Meaning o f Jesus 
highlights both.

This book is hardly “the definitive



Borg and Wright certainly belong on anyone’s 

short list of candidates for inclusion in a debate 

about the historical Jesus.

debate on the historical Jesus,” as 
the promotional copy on its back 
cover proclaims. It is a gracious 
exchange between two moderate 
scholars with a good deal in 
common. Both are Anglicans— 
Borg an American, Wright an 
Englishman. Both studied under G.
B. Caird at Oxford. Both are skeptical 
of the reductive, materialistic, 
scientistic cast of mind that has 
dominated post-Enlightenment 
intellectual life in the West. Both 
are representatives of the Third 
Quest (a term Wright coined), 
committed to understanding Jesus 
in the context of first-century 
Judaism. And both believe that 
faith in Jesus can and should play 
a key role in Christian life today.

It is certainly true that Borg is 
(again, per the jacket copy) a “leading 
liberal . . . Jesus scholar”; but his 
liberalism is of an overtly pious 
variety, rather different from that of, 
say, Sanders, John Dominic Crossan, 
or Burton Mack. And although 
Wright is certainly a conservative, he 
is no fundamentalist. He is wedded 
neither to an inerrantist view of 
the Gospels (215), nor (witness his 
understanding of eschatological 
language in the New Testament) to 
traditional doctrinal formulations.

Borg and Wright certainly 
belong on anyone’s short list of 
candidates for inclusion in a debate 
about the historical Jesus, but in 
“the definitive debate,” other voices 
need to be heard as well: the voices 
of other scholars—including those 
I’ve mentioned and, doubtless, 
others as well, including Jewish 
voices, women’s voices.

Despite their similarities, Borg 
and Wright differ on a variety of 
important and interesting issues, 
and their gracious exchanges make 
The Meaning o f Jesus a useful 
starting point for the reader 
interested in formulating an

adequate personal understanding 
of the Jesus of history. Several 
issues about which they disagree 
are particularly significant.

Both believe that we can and 
should use the tools of modern 
historiography to construct a 
reasonably accurate portrait of Jesus. 
But they differ on the question of 
how these tools should be employed. 
Borg seems to believe that we can 
be relatively confident in the 
validity of the dominant consensus 
regarding the prehistory and 
development of the Gospels.

According to this consensus, 
Mark and the hypothetical sayings 
source, Q, are our principal bases for 
historical judgments about Jesus. It’s 
unlikely that the other Gospels add a 
great deal to our understanding of 
Jesus; rather, they should be viewed 
as often theologically motivated 
elaborations on the material found in 
Mark and Q. Borg also emphasizes 
the importance of cross-cultural 
anthropological insights for our 
understanding of Jesus.

By contrast, Wright leaves 
open the possibility that all of the 
traditions found in the Gospels 
might be able to contribute to our 
picture of Jesus; he is not prepared 
to rule out the historicity of a given 
narrative or saying on the basis of

a hypothetical reconstruction of the 
prehistory of the Gospels. Wright 
emphasizes the importance of using 
distinctively Jewish categories to 
understand Jesus’ mission and 
message, fearing that cross-cultural 
analyses run the risk of obscuring 
Jesus’ particularity and his respon­
siveness to specific concerns present 
in his immediate social, political, 
and religious world.

Borg and Wright both see Jesus 
as actively involved in confronting 
the social and political realities of 
first-century Judaism. For both, 
Jesus saw Jewish opposition to 
Rome, and the boundary-conscious­
ness that opposition expressed, as 
self-destructive.

According to Wright, “Jesus’ 
clash with the Pharisees came 
about. . . because his kingdom 
agenda for Israel demanded that 
Israel leave oft' its frantic and 
paranoid self-defense, reinforced as 
it now was by the ancestral codes, 
and embrace instead the vocation 
to be the light of the world, the salt 
of the earth” (43-44). Jesus called 
his followers to a way of life marked 
by the renunciation of “xenophobia 
toward those outside Israel” (39). 
Similarly, Borg focuses on Jesus’ 
negative assessment of first-century 
Jewish purity rules (73), also clearly
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How important is it that what we believe 

now is rooted in what Jesus and the early 

Christians saw and did and experienced?

concerned with boundaries. Both 
see Jesus as vocally opposed to 
social injustice (44, 71-73). But they 
differ sharply over the question of 
whether Jesus thought or spoke of 
himself as Israel’s Messiah. Where 
Borg sees the retrojection of later 
Christian conclusions—conclusions 
he maintains are correct in light of 
Jesus’ resurrection—Wright sees 
Jesus’ own words and deeds.

Borg and Wright disagree, not 
surprisingly, regarding the histo­
ricity of Jesus’ virginal conception. 
Wright believes the best explanation 
for the appearance of the story of 
the virginal conception in Matthew 
and Luke is that Jesus was, in fact, 
conceived when Mary was a virgin. 
Borg argues that the stories are 
theologically meaningful but lack 
historical warrant. But Borg 
concedes that “Qfjhe birth narra­
tives have no impact on . . . [(his)] 
reconstruction of Jesus’ public 
agendas and his mind-set as he went 
to the cross” (172). “If,” he says, “the 
first two chapters of Matthew and 
the first two of Luke had never 
existed, I do not suppose that my 
own Christian faith, or that of the 
church to which I belong, would 
have been very different” (178).

Borg says he does “not see the 
story of the virginal conception as

a marvel of biology that, if true, 
proves that Jesus really was the Son 
of God” (186). But neither does 
Wright, and neither does the 
Christian Church. (Aquinas was 
doubtless not the first to acknowl­
edge that incarnation does not 
entail virginal conception.)

For Borg, the notion that Jesus 
deliberately sought out death and 
that he understood his death as 
salvific is problematic. He is also 
doubtful that Jesus’ followers had 
any firsthand information about his 
trial, so he doesn’t think we can be 
certain about the value of any of 
the trial accounts in the Gospels.

Borg suggests that the view 
that Jesus was crucified because he 
claimed to be the Messiah seems to 
track later Christian beliefs so 
closely that it’s likely to be a post-hoc 
creation; it’s most likely that Jesus 
was actually crucified because he was 
“a social prophet who challenged the 
domination system in the name of 
God” (91). That doesn’t mean he 
is unwilling to credit any of the 
passion narratives in the Gospels. 
Borg is confident that Jesus and his 
disciples shared a meal immediately 
before his arrest and execution, that 
Jesus was betrayed by Judas, that 
Jesus was arrested in Gethsemane, 
that Jesus was crucified, that his

crucifixion resulted “from collabo­
ration between the . . . Roman 
governor and a small circle of Jewish 
temple authorities” (90).

Wright sees the passion narra­
tives as much more reliable. News 
travels fast in traditional societies, he 
suggests; for instance, then, if 
“scholars argue . . . that because 
Jesus’ hearings before Caiaphas and 
Pilate were in secret nobody would 
have known what happened, they are 
living in a make-believe world” (95). 
Jesus thought of himself as Israel’s 
Messiah and, in line with the 
convictions of many of his con­
temporaries and predecessors, 
believed his messianic vocation 
would be accomplished through his 
own suffering and death. If Israel 
challenged Rome, as it seemed 
increasingly poised to do, Rome 
would retaliate brutally; and Rome 
“would be the unwitting but 
effective agent of the wrath of 
Israel’s own God” (98).

Jesus, says Wright, “seems to 
have construed his vocation in 
terms familiar in the stories of the 
martyrs. He would go ahead of the 
nation to take upon himself the 
judgment of which he had warned, 
the wrath of Rome against rebel 
subjects” (98). Jesus did not seek 
death; but “he went to Jerusalem 
determined to announce his particu­
lar kingdom message in word and 
(particularly) in symbolic action, 
knowing what the inevitable reac­
tion would be, and believing that 
this reaction would itself be the 
means of God’s will being done” (99).

For Wright, the resurrection 
validated “Jesus as messiah” (125); 
Borg suggests that their resurrection 
experiences rightly led the early 
Christians to confess Jesus as Lord. 
But when the early Christians spoke 
of resurrection, Wright suggests, 
they had a relatively clear meaning 
in mind; they weren’t talking about



a vague “spiritual presence” or 
about the immortality of the soul. 
The best explanation, he maintains, 
of the early church’s belief in the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus is thus 
precisely that Jesus’ tomb was empty 
and that his disciples encountered 
him, embodied but exalted—“neither 
resuscitated nor left to decay in the 
tomb b u t . . . rather transformed'\x\X.o 
a new mode of physicality”—after 
his death (122). Borg sees the empty 
tomb stories as irrelevant; Jesus can 
be alive and exalted no matter what 
happened to his body. What matters 
is that “the followers of Jesus . . . 
continued to experience Jesus as a 
living reality after his death” (135).

Borg regularly differentiates 
between the pre-Easter and post- 
Easter Jesus. But he is not con­
cerned, like many liberals, to see 
the post-Easter Jesus as simply a 
creation of the church’s faith. He 
affirms, in light of the resurrection, 
that “Jesus lives, and Jesus is Lord” 
(129). But he wishes to underscore 
the difference between Jesus as 
proclaimed after the resurrection 
and Jesus as he might reasonably 
have been characterized—or as he 
spoke about (or, likely, understood) 
himself during his lifetime.

Borg denies that “Jesus thought 
of himself as divine” or knew 
“more than his contemporaries . . . 
because . . .  he had a divine mind” 
(145; I take it that by “mind,” Borg 
means “consciousness”). However, 
he is equally clear that the post- 
Easter Jesus is a “divine reality” 
and “one with God” and that the 
pre-Easter Jesus was “the embodi­
ment or incarnation of God” (146).

When Borg says that he believes 
the historical Jesus was the em­
bodiment or incarnation of God, he 
apparently intends to defend a view 
of incarnation in accordance with 
which being God incarnate is a 
matter of being supremely inspired

by God; for Borg, Jesus was “open 
to the presence of God” in a way 
that made it possible for him to “be 
filled with the Spirit” (147-48).

Borg would not, I think, be 
comfortable with a more traditional 
incarnational view of Jesus that held 
that the will of God and the will of 
Jesus were numerically identical, 
that God was the personal subject 
of the life of Jesus. But it is impor­
tant to emphasize that, even if he 
held such a traditional view, he could 
still quite consistently maintain 
that Jesus lacked the knowledge 
he says he believes Jesus didn’t 
possess. A “high Christology,” like 
the one articulated in the so-called 
Nicene Creed, has no particular 
implications regarding the extent 
of Jesus’ knowledge. It is perfectly 
consistent to claim both that Jesus 
was God incarnate and that he did 
not know he was.

Toward the end of The Meaning 
o f Jesus; Borg and Wright move 
increasingly away from narrowly 
historical questions, focusing 
instead on Christian hope and the 
dynamics of Christian living. Both 
look to an eternal future with God, 
but neither quite shares the views 
of many conservative Christians 
regarding the end of history.

Borg argues tentatively that 
belief in Jesus’ second coming is 
a product of the early Church, 
prompted by Jesus’ resurrection 
and his exalted status as Lord. He 
can, he says, conceive of an end to 
the world and a final judgment, but 
not a “return of Christ.” “If we try 
to imagine that, we have to imagine 
him returning to some place. To be 
very elementary, we who know the 
earth to be round cannot imagine 
Jesus returning to the whole earth at 
once. And the notion of a localized 
second coming boggles the imagi­
nation” (195). But he wishes to 
retain the language of the second

coming as an affirmation of Jesus’ 
present and future lordship.

For Wright, too, the language of 
biblical apocalyptic is metaphorical. 
He understands Jesus’ language about 
judgment in light of his conviction 
that Jesus’ focus was quite directly on 
contemporary events. Whereas other 
scholars have seen “the so-called 
Little Apocalypse of Mark 13 and its 
parallels” as concerned with the end 
of the world (41), Wright suggests 
that Jesus’ real focus was on the 
impending fall of Jerusalem:

Many have traditionally read 
Jesus’ sayings about judgment 
either in terms of the postmor­
tem condemnation of unbelievers 
or of the eventual destruction 
of the space-time world. The 
first-century context of the 
language in question, however, 
indicates otherwise. Jesus was 
warning his contemporaries that 
if they did not follow his way, 
the way of peace and forgiveness, 
the way of the cross, the way 
of being the light of the world, 
and if they persisted in their 
determination to fight a desperate 
holy war against Rome, then 
Rome would destroy them, city, 
temple, at all, and that this 
would be, not an unhappy 
accident showing that YHWH 
had simply forgotten to defend 
them, but the sign and the 
means of YHWH’s judgment 
against his rebellious people. (41)

Wright emphasizes that Christian 
hope for the future doesn’t depend on 
a particular reading of the apocalyp­
tic passages in the Gospels. Thus, 
Wright urges us to look for hope for 
God’s creatures beyond death and for 
a transformed and renewed world, 
and for “Jesus’ royal presence within 
God’s new creation” (202).

The genteel debate between
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Borg and Wright in the The 
Meaning o f Jesus will introduce the 
reader to a variety of issues in the 
historical study of Jesus. It will 
not, of course, resolve them. Their 
book will encourage the reader to 
think clearly about the Jewish 
background to Jesus’ ministry, about

the social and political significance 
of what Jesus said and did, and 
about the importance of thinking 
outside the confines of the currently 
popular scientistic, materialistic 
worldview. But it will leave numer­
ous questions on the table.

Perhaps the single most pervasive
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disagreement between Borg and 
Wright concerns the relevance of 
history for faith. How important is 
it that what we believe now is 
rooted in what Jesus and the early 
Christians saw and did and experi­
enced? May we think of Jesus as 
Lord if he didn’t think of himself 
this way? May we think of Jesus as 
risen whether or not his tomb was 
empty? And these are not, of course, 
historical questions in the narrow 
sense; they are theological and 
philosophical ones.

Neither Borg nor Wright is 
trained primarily in philosophy or 
Christian doctrine, though each has 
obviously studied both. Those who 
want their theology straight may 
wish to consult any or all of the 
recent good books on Christology, 
including Wolfhart Pannenberg, 
Jesus: God and Man-, John B. Cobb 
Jr., Christ in a Pluralistic Age-, David 
Brown, The Divine Trinity, Hans Frei, 
The Identity o f Jesus Christ-, William 
C. Placher, Jesus the Savior, and John 
Macquarrie, Jesus Christ in Modern 
Thought and Christology Revisited.

Serious theological and philo­
sophical reflection will help us make 
effective use of historical insights.
It will aid us in understanding just 
what significance a given historical 
conclusion might have for our beliefs. 
It is important, therefore, to read 
contemporary historical Jesus 
scholarship in tandem with serious 
doctrinal analysis. But our theology 
cannot proceed in abstraction 
from serious history. If we are to 
construct an adequate Christology 
for the twenty-first century, we will 
need to take work like that of Borg 
and Wright into account.

Gary Chartier is assistant professor of 
business ethics and law in the School o f 
Business and Management at La Sierra 
University.
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God’s Story in a Different Key
Jack Miles. Christ: A Crisis in the Life of God. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2 0 0 1. 

Reviewed By James Walters

Consider the beautiful stained glass
window in the church down the street. Jack 
Miles sees the Bible as such a window. It is to 

be looked at as religious art and appreciated for what it is, 
not peered through in an attem pt to decipher the historical events 
that lay behind it. Miles’s artistic or literary intent sets his book apart 
from most other contemporary scholarly writing on Jesus Christ. Even if 
key elements in the Bible lack historical validity it stands as an authentic 
witness to God that should continue to guide the Christian Church.

However, that rational deduction 
belies the rich story that makes 
such a conclusion possible. Like 
Ellen White’s The Great Controversy,; 
Miles’s Christ: A  Crisis in the L ife o f 
God takes a bird’s-eye view—from 
Genesis 1 to Revelation 22. Another 
similarity is that both authors take 
the story literally, not as a mere 
residue of certain historical and 
cultural curiosities. Also, Miles, 
like the Bible itself, has God as 
the protagonist in the grand story. 
However, a pivotal difference is 
that Miles, contra White, sees the 
founding epic of Judeo-Christianity 
as a thoroughly human witness.

In Miles’s story, God created 
humankind as the apex of his 
creation—in his own image. But 
because Adam and Eve ate the 
forbidden fruit, God cursed the 
human race with suffering and death. 
Miles implies that God is ever 
afterward a bit guilty because of this 
overreaction. Regardless, God chose 
the Hebrew people, and instituting a 
sacred covenant of reward/punish- 
ment, led them into nationhood. The 
originally calm and sure Creator 
then became an angry and anxious

warrior who lead his people in near- 
genocidal warfare in Canaan.

Several centuries later, God 
punished Israel for unfaithfulness 
by using Babylon and Assyria to 
punish—yes, conquer—-the Hebrews. 
However, an enfeebled but faithful 
remnant returned from Babylon to 
Jerusalem and built a modest new 
temple. However, says Miles, “the 
divine giant never came striding 
forth from the mountains of the 
south, shaking the earth and 
terrifying the sky as he had said 
he would” (106).

God repeatedly promised Israel 
that he would wreak spectacular 
havoc on their new enemies as he had 
against their original enemy, Egypt. 
Israel would again bask in Davidic 
glory, and God would be vindicated 
as his promise was fulfilled. But 
“somehow, mysteriously, when the 
time came, he couldn’t go through 
with it. His mind had changed.”
God saw the “deeper consequences 
of his own inaugural violence” (244). 
Further divine military victories 
would be an unending punishment 
for the world and a silent indictment 
of himself. Thus, God “broke his

promise” to Israel. (244)
A pervasive theme in Miles’s 

depiction of God’s life—a historical 
novel, really—is change in God. God 
goes from calm creator to provincial 
warrior to universal lover. Adam 
and Eve never called themselves 
God’s children, or he their father. 
That came later. God had to grow 
into ’’bridegroom of the universe 
and husband of the human race” 
(245). Most importantly, he had to 
learn to win by losing. The Lamb 
of God would win the “only 
victory that really matters. The 
Good News of the Gospel is the 
news of how he did it” (245).

God doesn’t baldly declare that 
he can’t defeat his enemies; he 
declares that he has no enemies, 
that there’s no distinction between 
friend and foe. However, it’s one 
thing for God in his heaven to 
change, it’s another to ask mere 
humans to love enemies. It’s 
different unless God becomes a 
human and suffers the consequences 
of his own new covenant of love. 
Thus, we begin to see how Jesus’ 
birth, death, and resurrection are 
vital. “Israel will be slaughtered 
like sheep, but God has become a 
lamb. He has made virtue of 
necessity, yes, but the virtue is real 
virtue. It is the heroic ideal of 
universal love” (109).

Jesus, God Incarnate, announces 
that God loves all people indis­
criminately—-just as the sun shines 
on all. Jesus teaches a new covenant, 
one whose law is love and acceptance. 
God had became a lord of universal
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love; he couldn’t continue to keep 
the old covenant’s terms. On the 
verge of a new national catastrophe 
for Israel—the destruction of the 
Third Temple (A.D. 66-70) and 
accompanying human slaughter— 
he decided not to pretend otherwise.

The “crisis in the life of God” 
was his inability to fulfill his 
singular promise—to restore Israel 
to Solomonic splendor. Christ 
majestically resolved the crisis by 
instituting a new, grander promise 
that enveloped the older one by 
expanding it to all peoples of the 
world. Furthermore, it promised not 
a temporal kingdom for a few within 
the cycle of birth and death, but 
claimed the defeat of death itself.
In the new chapter of God’s life, 
“[Tfjuman hope and divine honor 
will have been redeemed together 
at a single transcendent stroke” (224).

Divine Self-Martyrdom

Miles’s story of God’s life doesn’t 
take up the issue that continues to 
reverberate in Adventist circles: 
Was it theologically necessary that 
Jesus actually died to save us from 
final death? It is enough for Miles 
that God chose to die. Further­
more, Miles underscores the point 
that Jesus’ death was a “divine 
suicide” (164).

Given that Jesus was God 
Incarnate, it follows that no one 
could take God’s life against his will. 
Thus, Miles’s concludes, “His suicide 
is, in this regard, as deeply built into 
the Christian story as the doctrine 
of the Incarnation” (169). No karma 
or cosmic law decreed Jesus’ death. 
Put bluntly, God killed God.

The issue of death is central to 
Miles’s story of God (his first 
sentence is, “All mankind is forgiven, 
but the Lord must die”), and it is 
central to the Gospel of John, the 
primary source of Miles’s work.

God Incarnate was planning “divine 
self-martyrdom,” says Miles.

The word martyr comes from 
the Greek word meaning to witness 
or testify. The human martyr 
witnesses to others his faithfulness 
to God. But when God sacrifices 
his own life, to whom is he faithful? 
How does divine martyrdom help 
others? Why not rescue others, 
rather than kill oneself? “A martyr 
proves, after all, not just his devotion 
but also his trust that the divine 
power for which he dies will 
ultimately prevail. What is to be 
made of a martyrdom in which 
divinity seems to demonstrate only 
its weakness?” (163).

Thus, in the Good Shepherd 
story, Jesus introduces pacifism, 
a core trait of God’s new identity. 
Precisely because of God’s new 
indiscriminate love— and its 
corollary of pacifism—Jesus died 
on the cross. God Incarnate refused 
to use force, so central to his earlier 
identify, to contend for even his 
own legitimate rights.

Miles contends that the most 
illuminating incident in the Gospels 
is Jesus’ illustration of Moses 
uplifting a serpent for Israel’s healing.

As Moses lifted up the snake in 
the desert,

so must the Son of Man be 
lifted up

so that everyone who believes in 
him may have eternal life.

(John 3:14, 15)

Moses lifted up the snake so 
that Israel could be cured of fatal 
snakebites. Christ would be lifted 
up “so that everyone who believes 
in him may have eternal life” (49). 
It’s a shocking equation. For no 
more than complaining of bad 
food, God sent killer snakes. Yes, 
a look at the snake cured them, but 
it also reminded them of why they

had to fear their god.
As Miles points out, the snakes 

were not the cause of their dying. 
God himself sent the plague. What 
then does Jesus intend people to 
think when they see him lifted up 
on the cross?

How can we avoid saying that 
they will look upon the cause as 
well as the cure of their distress? 
To the objection that this 
comparison is far-fetched, I 
would reply that it is Jesus 
himself who has fetched the 
comparison from afar. The bronze 
serpent is a detail from an obscure 
episode in Israelite history. The 
comparison is so arcane, so 
recherché, that it can only be 
fully, provocatively intended. (50)

This illustration powerfully 
juxtaposes God’s punitive and 
loving natures, and points to their 
resolution. By viewing the graven 
snake, Israelites could gain a few 
more years of life; but by accepting 
God’s death and resurrection, the 
world gains eternal life. Everybody 
wins. God acknowledges his 
complicity in human death, and he 
as God Incarnate suffers that death 
in demonstration of his new nature: 
pacifistic love.

Method

Just as John Milton retold key 
elements of the Bible story three 
centuries ago in Paradise Lost and 
Paradise Regained, so Miles has 
artfully told the story again for 
a sophisticated, contemporary 
audience. In an appendix he explains 
his method and appeals for greater 
openness to new methods of 
studying the Bible.

Miles laments that for the last 
two hundred years the most serious 
biblical scholars have been obsessed



with history. Far beyond the ways 
that Shakespeare scholars study the 
English master’s work, biblical 
scholars endlessly search for the 
scantiest evidence to confirm—or 
disconfirm—an event or reference.

Why can’t we treat the Bible 
more like admirers of Leonardo’s 
Mona Lisa, or devotees of 
Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel 
ceiling? The value of a piece of art 
is realized by viewing the work as a 
whole, not in dissecting its parts or 
history, as valid as these activities 
are. Thus reasons Miles, who views 
the Bible as an imaginative work 
that points beyond itself—to God.

Miles is not critical of historical 
study of the Bible; indeed, he has 
benefited from it. But he does 
criticize our modern penchant to 
be hung up on external correspon­
dences, with scant attention to 
internal correspondences that 
make the Bible such rich artistry. 
Again, his appeal is to look at the 
rose window, not just throughxt.

Miles claims that in regard to 
ultimate truth, historical fact has 
no necessary priority over imagined 
truth. All discrete facts are meaning­
ful only as they are viewed within a 
larger secular or religious context. 
Accordingly, religious art is that 
art produced in service to a received 
collective vision. Secular art is 
produced in service to some artist’s 
individual vision-—or whim. Secular 
history is not a mere neutral 
recording of “facts” without any 
idea of how they fit together; 
inevitably, it is interpretative.

Reflection

Adventists are increasingly open 
to new movements that attempt 
to make sense of faith and science: 
intelligent design of the universe, 
process theology’s panentheism, 
divine/human co-creation. Miles’s

The value of a piece

of art is realized by

viewing the work as

a whole, not in

dissecting its parts

or history, as valid

as these activities are.

ten-year project—his work on the 
Pulitzer Prize-winning God: A  
Biography (19.95) and now the 
present book—is a similar attempt to 
reconcile ancient faith and contem­
porary knowledge.

Miles, a former Jesuit with a 
Harvard doctorate in Near Eastern 
languages, personifies today’s 
modern, or postmodern, Christian 
grappling with personal faith. Is 
Miles’s view of God’s life the 
“correct” view? It is no more “right” 
than Michelangelo’s portrayal of 
God creating Adam. Indeed, this 
sort of question not only misses 
the point, it also obscures the issue. 
The most basic value of a piece of 
imaginative literature is its appeal 
to us, individual by individual.

Of course, in a historically 
based book of imaginative litera­
ture—such as the Bible—there must 
be a general adherence to verified 
history. However, when the topic is

God, a certain freedom of expression 
must be given to the writer. Similarly, 
freedom is appropriately given to a 
literary scholar like Jack Miles, who 
looks at the Bible (formed over 
hundreds of years by scores of 
original authors and artistic editors) 
as a whole and holy religious gem.

Personally, I am fascinated by 
Miles’s insight that the God of 
the New Testament died because 
of his pacifistic, “indiscriminate 
love” (108)—a reversal from his 
earlier warrior persona (though 
biblical studies show this stark 
contrast as artistic hyperbole). But 
this motive for Jesus’ death makes 
more sense than other theories, 
such as satisfaction of cosmic 
justice or mere moral influence.

The life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ is larger than any 
theory, and God is not captured in 
any story. Through God’s grace, 
every honest grappling with the 
divine is a vector that points 
toward the Holy Other.

James Walters is professor of religion and 
specializes in bioethics at Loma Linda 
University's School of Religion. His new 
book, Martin Buber and Feminist Ethics, 
will be published by Syracuse University 
Press in 2 0 0 3 .
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Questions

The Test of Human Cloning 

By Anthony J. Zuccarelli and Gerald Winslow

Introduction

California Rebels about Stem-Cell
Research,” an Economist headline said in 
September 2002. The story reported on a bill 

signed into law by California’s governor, Gray Davis, that 
expanded stem  cell research by providing state funding despite 
federal limits set by President George W  Bush in an executive order 
signed in 2001.

Although other issues have presently overshadowed debates about 
biotechnology, the discovery of new techniques for manipulating the 
basic building blocks of human biology has launched a field of accelerating 
research. These discoveries have aroused soaring hopes and deepening 
concerns about what humans can do with human life. No area of human 
biology has more clearly revealed the rift between these hopes and fears 
than the prospect of cloning.

It may come as a surprise to some that the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church gave serious attention to the ethics of human cloning years before 
the debate reached its recent, national crescendo. In 1998, at the Annual 
Council of the General Conference, the Church formally adopted a 
“Statement of Ethical Considerations Regarding Human Cloning.”1 
That statement, nearly four years ahead of the recent report of President 
George W Bush’s Council on Bioethics on the same topic, has served our 
church well. However, as with all attempts to address ethical issues in 
quickly changing fields, our church’s statement needs to be revisited 
regularly in light of new developments and in view of our settled principles. 
In the statement’s own words, “The rapid pace of progress in this field 
will require periodic review.”2

As two who were responsible for the initial drafting of the Church’s 
1998 statement, we feel a responsibility to continue the discussion of what
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it means to live responsibly and faithfully in a time 
when both the promises and the threats of the new 
genetic biology are so powerful. We do not offer here an 
analysis or proposal for revisions of the 1998 state­
ment, which is reprinted on pages 44-46, below. We 
wish rather to extend the discussion by pointing to 
further ethical considerations in view of recent 
developments in human cloning.

We begin with reproductive human cloning. Then 
we turn to what has been called “therapeutic human 
cloning.” Throughout, we offer our reflections of the 
meaning of Christian responsibility, and we seek to 
present reasons why Christians should respond in a 
principled manner rather than simply reacting in 
conventional ways. We conclude with a plea for the 
Church to return to the practice of fostering careful 
study and offering balanced moral guidance in a timely 
and systematic way. The prospect of human cloning 
provides an instructive test of our faith for the purpose 
of shared moral reflection.

Reproductive Human Cloning

At its root, the word clone means a replica. “Cloning” 
has been applied to diverse biological manipulations, 
so it is helpful to distinguish among them. Gene 
cloning—isolating and making multiple copies of 
particular DNA segments—has been a scientific reality 
since the early 1970s. Embryo cloning, through 
blastomere separation, has been used by animal breeders 
for decades. This is accomplished by artificially splitting 
an early embryo and coaxing the separated clumps to 
become multiple, fully formed offspring. It was first 
used on a human embryo in 1993.

Reproductive cloning is a form of asexual repro­
duction. We have been accomplishing the same result 
for millennia with plants. An example is the rooting of 
cuttings from prized rose bushes in order to create new 
plants. Asexual reproduction is also the means of 
propagation used by many microorganisms, and it occurs 
occasionally among invertebrates. Therapeutic cloning 
is the newest addition to the family. By exchanging the 
genetic material in a mammalian egg, it generates 
tissues that are the source of embryonic stem cells.

The birth of Dolly, the first cloned sheep, focused 
public attention on reproductive cloning, more precisely, 
somatic cell nuclear transplantation. This process creates 
a genetic replica of a living animal by reprogramming 
the nucleus from an adult cell to behave like a fertilized 
egg. In current practice it involves introducing the 
nucleus from an adult donor cell into an egg from which

the original egg DNA was previously removed. Under 
ideal circumstances, the egg with its new nucleus divides 
and becomes an early embryo. When implanted into 
the uterus of a hormonally prepared female animal, the 
embryo may continue its development into a normal 
offspring. Our world is now inhabited by hundreds of 
cloned animals: sheep, mice, pigs, goats, cattle, one 
domestic cat, a guar (Asian ox) and a mouflon (wild 
sheep). All of them have three biological “parents”—a 
nuclear donor, an egg mother, and a birth mother.

The possibility of using nuclear transfer to make 
genetic duplicates of living humans has challenged public 
sensibilities. The response to Dolly’s birth announcement 
in 1997 was intense, almost panicked. Countless pages 
have been written by scientific, political, religious, and 
social commentators concerning the application of the 
technique to human beings. Now the President’s Council 
on Bioethics has added to the heft of this literature.

Though the public reaction to Dolly suggested that 
the world was unprepared for asexual human reproduc­
tion, it was not the first time that society had confronted 
purposeful interventions in our reproductive processes. 
In the 1960’s, there was vigorous discussion of the 
religious, social, and moral consequences of using birth 
control pills to control reproduction. In 1978, there was 
a wide-ranging discourse after the birth of Baby Louise 
Brown, the first child conceived by in vitro fertilization 
rather than intercourse, and commonly referred to as a 
“test tube baby.” (Since then, tens of thousands of 
children have been born using similar methods.)

In H is Image, a book published the same year, falsely 
purported to describe the first human cloning.3 It fueled 
the debate and provoked a detailed examination of 
human “clonal reproduction.” In 1993, the first human 
embryo was artificially divided with the potential to 
generate twins. That event stimulated another discussion 
of the religious principles and philosophical traditions 
regarding the meaning of personhood, individuality, 
wholeness, and the sanctity of human life.

The science that created Dolly is a technology that 
emerged without precedents or antecedents. Nuclear 
transplantation had a long history dating back to 
experiments with frogs in the late 1950s. The methods 
improved steadily through the years. Ian Wilmut’s 
contribution, in cloning Dolly, was technically modest. 
Indeed, there is a legal challenge to the Roslin Institute’s 
original patent that protected the method of Dolly’s 
creation, filed by another company that also generated 
live animals using nuclei from embryonic cells. Never­
theless, Dolly established, for the first time, that nuclear 
transfer from adult cells could be used to create



Ill
us

tra
tio

n:
 Je

nn
ie

 A
um

an

Day 1.5-2
Pre-embryo development 
of a fertalized egg at the 
two-cell stage

We should notice that the creation texts 
answer one existential question only to 
raise others.

genetically identical animals.
If neither the concept nor the technology were 

new, why were we so surprised? One possibility is that 
before the event, the prospect of human clones was 
still deniable— a technique not applicable to mammals, 
sequestered harmlessly in laboratories, a subject for 
science fiction and abstract debates. The birth of 
Dolly—with her indelicate name—put the matter right 
under our noses, and the odor awakened dark fears.

Christian Views

How should people of faith respond to the prospect of 
human cloning? Some Christians consider creation a 
completed act, a chapter of earth’s history that was 
closed on the “seventh day” of Genesis 1. They regard 
God’s original ordering of nature the perfect fulfillment 
of a divine design. Human intervention, in this view, 
could only be irreverent, disruptive, undiluted hubris.

Other Christians see their role in creation as one of 
cooperation with God in an ongoing process of creativity 
and caring for the earth. Though the creation story of 
Genesis 1:26-28 makes clear that we are dependent 
creatures, the Scriptures also indicate that in some 
respects we resemble the Creator. Much has been written 
about our God-image. For the present discussion, it is 
sufficient to notice that God’s image in humans is

multifaceted. When one observes 
that a child resembles its parents, 
one does not usually mean only 
the child’s nose or other physical 
characteristic, or some mannerism 
or personality trait, but all of 
those taken together.

Creation in the image of God is 
fundamental in the Judeo-Christian 
and Islamic traditions. There is wide 
agreement that God’s image is not 
about anatomy or physiology, but 
encompasses human intellect, moral 
agency, individuality, creativity, the 
capacity for altruistic love, the 

capacity to will, to apprehend God, and to find fulfillment 
in relationships. It may have even broader meanings 
within the framework of the cosmic conflict, as under­
stood in Adventism. In the well-known words of Ellen 
White: “Every human being, created in the image of 
God, is endowed with a power akin to that of the 
Creator—individuality, power to think and to do.”4 

But we should notice that the creation texts answer 
one existential question only to raise others. God 
made the first humans, but why? Did the Master of 
the Universe have a specific purpose? Does humanity 
have a role distinctive from that of God’s earlier 
creations? Why make a new order of beings in a 
universe that already had many others?

The setting of creation points to at least one 
divine purpose (without suggesting that it was God’s 
only one). God stepped back from a cosmic conflict to 
design a ball of life in a small corner of the universe. 
He said something significant about himself when he 
shared the creative function of biological reproduction. 
“Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 
subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds 
of the air and over every living creature that moves

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


on the ground”5 (Gen: 1:28 NIV).
Exercising creative power through the reproductive 

process appears to be an important part of God’s plan 
for humanity. The evidence suggests that humans were 
made to exercise this power to expand the Garden, 
to care for the earth and to improve it. Reproduction 
extends creation. It should reflect 
God’s creative activity and be as 
consciously controlled as painting 
a landscape, composing a sym­
phony, or building a bridge. It 
entails the sustained effort of nur­
turing and educating-—replicat­
ing eternal values in new beings.

Some wonder if producing 
biological offspring is essential to the health and 
wholeness of the human psyche. Continuing the family 
bloodline through childbearing no longer carries the 
weighty significance it did in Old Testament cultures. 
Many now enjoy rich, satisfying lives without children. 
We all know couples or individuals who are content 
with occupations and creative avocations to the extent 
that they willingly forego childbearing. In cases of 
infertility, some find joy in the adoption of children.

Nevertheless, some who experience reproductive 
failure in the twenty-first century consider it a heart- 
wrenching disability, as painful as a Michelangelo losing 
his sight or a Beethoven his hearing. The “womb ache 
of loneliness” was evident in an essay written by a 
forty-two-year-old woman who had spent five years 
trying to produce a child with her husband using 
“every high-tech and low-tech procedure then available.”5 
The anguish of her “baby-longing” was real.

Just as surely as people have the right to pursue 
their spiritual and material longings, they have a claim 
to reproductive fulfillment. The concept of careful 
human reproduction as an extension of creation, when 
added to the injunction to multiply, invests human 
reproduction with moral value and provides ethical 
justification for the techniques of assisted reproduction, 
when such means are in harmony with Christian 
principles.6 But the application of this line of thought 
to human cloning raises a number of additional 
considerations, of which we mention the following five:

1 . Safety. The time-honored directive of health 
care’s ethical tradition is primum non nocere—“First of 
all, do not harm.” Nuclear transfer cloning is associated 
with a high rate of spontaneous abortion and newborn 
death.7 Dolly was the only animal that survived to birth 
from 277 treated oocytes transferred to surrogate 
mothers—a success rate of about 0.4 percent. A modified

technique called pronuclear microinjection produced 
Cumulina, the first cloned mouse, and raised the 
success rate to about 3 percent—30 embryos died for 
each live birth.8

Subsequently, transplanting nuclei from adult cells 
in cattle produced long-lived offspring at rates exceeding

4 percent.9 But there were heavy losses at every stage 
of embryonic and fetal development. Every laboratory 
reported high rates of late term death, still birth, and 
serious congenital malformations in the rare survivors. 
Newborns suffered from lung abnormalities, cardio­
vascular defects, impaired immunity and high rates of 
perinatal death.10 The late gestational losses represent 
a significant health threat to the birth-mother.11 Some 
reproductive experts surmise that all cloned animals 
have physiological defects, obvious or subtle.12 Even 
Dolly, the “poster child” for cloning, suffers from midlife 
arthritis and morbid obesity.13

Though there seems to be a trend of increasing 
efficiency, take note of the fact that the numbers are 
from different mammalian species and that repeated 
attempts to transfer nuclei from the adult cells of 
nonhuman primates have been uniformly unsuccessful.14 
These facts account for the inhospitable receptions 
given several unconventional proponents who have 
declared their intent to clone human beings.15

Representative Vernon Ehlers from Michigan 
expressed the concerns of many observers: “What 
if in the cloning process you produce someone with 
two heads and three arms? Are you simply going to 
euthanize and dispose of that person?”16 The National 
Research Council and earlier, the National Bioethics 
Advisory Commission, rejected human cloning specifi­
cally because it would expose the fetus, the developing 
child, and the birth-mother to unacceptable risks.17 
From the Christian perspective, Scripture is clear in 
its call to protect human life, especially the lives of 
the most vulnerable.18 At present, somatic cell nuclear 
transfer fails to meet minimum standards of safety 
for an elective medical procedure. Cloning is morally 
precarious because it is medically hazardous.

If safety were the only significant moral consider­

Embryonic stem cells and adult stem cells 
will likely provide complementary tools; 
it is far too early to decide upon their 
respective benefits.



ation in human reproductive cloning, the discussion 
could end here. For the time being, human cloning 
would be banned as too dangerous. But nuclear transfer 
cloning is under intensive development. Since Dolly, 
the success rate in animals appears to have improved 
more than ten-fold. Another five-fold improvement 
might yield newborn clones at rates comparable to 
that of in vitro fertilization. Should the ban be lifted 
at that point, or are there other persuasive reasons to 
avoid human cloning?

2. Individual uniqueness. In its recent report, the 
President’s Council on Bioethics opined that “Cloned 
children may experience serious problems of identity 
both because each will be genetically virtually identical 
to a human being who has already lived and because 
the expectations for their lives may be shadowed by 
constant comparisons to the life of the ‘original.’”19 
Such a reaction suggests that cloning challenges 
pervasive beliefs about personal identity.

But this response may not be entirely rational. Several 
commentators have pointed out that the public under­
standing of what it means for a person to be a clone may 
be fanciful nonsense. In an attempt to explain the words 
cfoningand clone.; Lee Silver, a professor molecular biology 
and public affairs at Yale University, proposed that 
there were already millions of human clones walking 
around—we typically call them identical twins.

On the occasion of a public lecture to the well- 
educated residents of Princeton, New Jersey, Silver 
described a variety of techniques that are used to aid the 
infertile. Then he outlined a hypothetical situation of a 
man with severe infertility, unable to produce sperm or 
its precursors. The protocol under consideration was to 
obtain a small amount of testicular tissue by biopsy. The 
cells in this tissue would contain the full diploid comple­
ment of the man’s chromosomes, rather than the haploid 
number found in mature sperm (or eggs).

The proposal was to inject one of the man’s testicular 
nuclei into an egg cell from his wife from which the egg 
nucleus had been previously removed. If all went well, 
the egg would develop into an embryo that would be 
implanted in the wife’s uterus. With continued luck, a 
healthy baby boy would be born nine months later. As he 
grew, the boy would probably look a lot like old 
pictures of his father at the same age. He might even 
have some of his dad’s mannerisms or personality 
traits. Since this is not uncommon in children born 
without reproductive aids, unless they were told people 
would never suspect that the boy had been conceived 
through advanced reproductive technology. Then,
Silver asked his audience a simple question: “Would you

consider this boy to be a clone of his father?” Two- 
thirds of the group raised their hands to say “No.”20

Scientists and the public may be using the same 
word for different concepts. Apparently, in the popular 
conception, a clone is an exact or near-exact replica of 
an individual that not only looks like the original, but 
also has the personality, memories, and even thoughts 
of the original. That is how clones are portrayed in 
the cinema and in fiction. In the entertainment media, 
a clone represents a second version of a person, 
usually having diminished spiritual and moral capacities, 
or none at all. Clearly, this conception has no basis in 
reality, but it seems to explain the revulsion some 
experience when they contemplate cloning.

We intuitively expect individuals to look different 
and we instinctively feel that physical distinctness is 
required for personhood. There is a related notion that 
every individual must have unique genetic material. 
This idea may stem, in part, from the belief that the 
genes determine the total physical and psychic nature 
of a human being. The European Parliament reflected 
the same belief in its 1997 resolution on cloning, 
claiming, in part, that “each individual has a right 
to his or her own genetic identity.”21

As powerful as these convictions may seem, they 
have no factual basis. Monozygous twins are clearly 
individuals, even if we sometimes perpetuate myths 
about them. Natural twins develop distinct personalities 
and temperaments as a consequence of their independent 
experiences, environments, and choices. In spite of 
their identical genes and similar appearance, twins 
become fully individual “souls.” Genetic uniqueness 
is not an essential component of personhood.

Unlike a twin, a clone would have a different birth 
mother, would grow up in a different family, and would 
live at different times from those of its nuclear donor. 
Even physical resemblances would be obscured by the 
different ages of the clone and the donor. At the genetic 
level, there would likely be differences in mitochondrial 
DNA. For these reasons, cloned persons would mature 
into individuals who would be distinct from their nuclear 
donors and as free to make their way in the world as any 
other person. Clones of Albert Einstein or Michael 
Jordan would be just as likely to become accountants and 
shoe salesmen as theoreticians and basketball superstars.

Some popular conceptions about the requirement 
of genetic uniqueness might be attributed, in part, to

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


successes in molecular genetics. We hear almost daily 
reports of new human genes that, according to the lay 
press, control traits as different as reading disabilities, 
schizophrenia, obsessive-compulsive disorders, addictive 
behaviors, and criminality. There was even a report 
that hyped a gene for musical talent.

The constant barrage has fostered a “Genes-R-Us” 
mentality—the belief that our faults lie, not in our stars 
or our choices, but in our DNA. This misunderstanding 
is exacerbated by a few evolutionary scientists who, like 
Richard Dawkins, deliberately broadcast the message 
of genetic determinism. Edward O. Wilson reduced it 
to absurdity with his aphorism, “An organism is DNA’s 
way of making more DNA.”22 Overwhelming evidence, 
however, indicates that genotype accounts for no more 
than half of the variability between individuals. The rest 
of human distinctness comes from other sources—be 
they nurture, chance, or choice. Erik Parens of the 
Hasting Center summarized the 
matter eloquently. ‘As everyone in 
this room knows,” he said, “you 
can’t clone a self, because a self is 
a function of infinitely more than 
one’s genetic material.”23

3. Autonomy. Some express 
concern that there may be attempts 
to limit the freedom and choices of 
cloned persons. The time-worn 
caution of C. S. Lewis regarding 
human domination of nature is still

apt: “What we call Man’s power over Nature turns out to 
be a power exercised by some men over other men with 
Nature as its instrument.”24 There might be a temptation 
to use clones expediently, assigning their value primarily 
on the basis of their utility in some predetermined role. 
As a specific example, some have suggested that clones 
might be used as sources of transplantable tissues.

These are reasonable fears that deserve examination. 
The spare-body-parts scenario, however, can be dismissed, 
since no one has yet proposed that essential organs be 
taken from a newborn to patch up its nuclear donor. 
That would be a horror that is already prohibited by 
law. The more likely use of renewable or dispensable 
tissues, such as bone marrow or cord blood obtained 
from clones, does call for appropriate ethical cautions.

However, a reality check makes it clear that this 
practice already occurs without cloning. Andrew 
Kimbrell, author of The Human Body Shop, claims that

There is wide agreement that God’s image 
is not about anatomy or physiology, but 
encom passes human in te llect, moral 
agency, individuality, creativ ity, the 
capacity for altruistic love, the capacity to 
w ill, to apprehend God, and to find 
fulfillment in relationships.

50 to 100 couples produced babies by conventional 
means to supply tissues for an older child in the few 
years preceding the publication of his book.25 It is 
difficult to condemn such decisions categorically. Much 
would depend upon the situation into which the child 
would be born, including evidence that she or he would 
be nurtured, cherished, and loved.

There is another concern that clones might be 
produced to gratify the vanity of their “originals.” 
Egotists might be inclined to duplicate themselves 
in more than just physical resemblance. The effects 
could be oppressive. “To aspire to genius is laudable,” 
observed one commentator. “To be a child of genius 
can be difficult,” he continues. “But to be expected 
to develop into a genius because you are its identical 
twin, could be crushing.”

This problem, however, predates cloning. We already 
know that people sometimes have children by natural 
means for the wrong reasons, or for no reasons at all. 
How many youngsters have been driven into particular



pursuits by controlling parents? Zealous fathers admit 
to enrolling toddlers into particular nursery schools 
to put them on the fast track to an Ivy League college. 
Clearly one does not have to be a clone to be an 
unfortunate extension of someone else’s ego. The 
negative take-home lessons in this human foible are 
not intrinsic to cloning.

Another common hypothetical application of 
cloning is that of an infertile couple at the point of 
losing their only child. They want, literally, to replace 
a child.26 At a time when childbearing in the United 
States has declined to 2.13 offspring per woman and 
when more than 98 percent of children survive to 
their twenty-fifth birthday, the death of a young 
person is both unexpected and devastating. In such 
situations, nuclear transplantation could serve as an 
advanced form of assisted reproduction.27

However, such proposals should comport with our 
best reflections on the will of God for human procre­
ation. God’s plan is for children to be nurtured within 
the context of a loving family with the presence, 
participation, and support of both parents. If nuclear 
transplantation is used to achieve human reproduction 
when other methods are ineffective, such attempts 
should be within the setting of a faithful marriage 
and in support of a stable family. Furthermore, we 
would be wise to avoid the moral complications that 
arise when a third party acts either as the gestational 
surrogate or the source of the genetic material.28

4. Eugenics. Many have expressed fear that the 
practice of reproductive cloning would undermine 
important social values by opening the door to a form of 
eugenics. The fear is that individuals free of disabling 
genetic defects and possessing subjectively valued 
skills would be selected preferentially for cloning, in an 
attempt to produce a superior cohort of human beings.

There is already ample evidence that people often 
find the goals of eugenics attractive. Walter Anderson 
provides an interesting example—-an attempt to prevent 
deleterious genes from being expressed in the next 
generation—in the story of a genetic testing program 
in an Orthodox Jewish community.29 The goal was 
simple: to reduce the occurrence of Tay-Sachs and 
cystic fibrosis, two devastating diseases common in 
their ethnic group. Tay-Sachs is fatal; it blinds, paralyzes, 
and kills in the first few years of life. Cystic fibrosis 
causes chronic lung infections, breathing problems, 
digestive insufficiency, and premature death due to lung 
failure. Among Ashkenazi Jews, the carrier frequency 
for each disease is one in twenty-five. When two carriers 
marry, there is a one-in-four chance that a pregnancy

will produce an affected child.
The program offered genetic testing to students in 

Orthodox Jewish high schools with the results filed by 
identification number in a central office. When a boy 
and a girl seemed likely prospects for marriage, the 
matchmaker called the office hotline with their identi­
fication numbers. The office responded either that the 
pair was compatible or that they both carried the same 
recessive defect. (Clearly, bioinformatics had overtaken 
the venerable tradition of matchmaking!) This “life­
guard at the gene pool” approach produced remarkable 
results. New cases of Tay-Sachs were virtually 
eliminated, and the program was expanded to include 
other diseases. Similarly, a fetal screening program in 
Brittany, France, where the incidence of cystic fibrosis 
is higher than in the United States, has produced a 
marked reduction in new cases.30

This is obviously eugenics. And eugenics has often 
been considered the equivalent of a four-letter word 
in bioethics. There are important, historical reasons 
for such antipathy. Eugenics was proposed by Francis 
Galton, Charles Darwin’s cousin, as a practical 
application of Darwin’s new theory of evolution. By 
1900, eugenics was wildly popular in Britain on both 
ends of the political spectrum. Then it flowered in the 
United States, where it bred compulsory sterilization 
programs, restrictions on immigration, and laws to 
prevent interracial marriages. Later, in most horrific 
ways, it was attempted by the Nazis. So the association 
between the word eugenics and the worst kinds of 
injustice, all the way to genocide, should not surprise 
us. This association is so powerful in contemporary 
thought that it sometimes inhibits rational consideration 
of important reproductive issues. We may even need 
to invent a new expression that is not burdened with 
the weight of the Holocaust. We could try progenies.

With the increasing availability of genetic infor­
mation more people will make progenic decisions. 
Whenever prospective parents use genetic tests to 
make reproductive choices, whenever a family decides 
to end a pregnancy because of a severe fetal abnormality, 
whenever a fertility clinic selects an embryo that does 
not carry a catastrophic familial disease, whenever a 
couple that has borne a disabled child seeks genetic 
counseling, they are practicing progenies. A decision to 
use cloning under appropriate circumstances would be 
another example of personal reproductive choice.
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Progenies is short-term and small-scale. It is a personal 
choice based on full disclosure of the best available 
information. Progenic decisions are made by individuals 
with the intent to avoid real suffering—conception of 
children with severe diseases in their own families. 
These are not the public breeding programs envisioned 
by Galton or implemented by the Third Reich.

Honest observation tells us that selective human 
procreation of one sort or another has been happening 
for a very long time, though it often had the satisfying 
innocence of chance about it. If progenies is about 
attempting to protect the genetic heritage of the unborn, 
we may be doing more of it today than when eugenics 
was public policy. The best safeguards against the fail­
ures of the past are to avoid coercive genetic policies, 
reject attempts to eliminate vaguely defined conditions, 
and forbid national programs to breed 
super humans, geniuses, or warriors.
W hen genetic screening is done, it 
should be for clearly recognized diseases.
Genetic test results should be reported 
through nondirective counseling, 
conforming to the concept that medical 
professionals have no license to control 
reproductive decisions. All of this re­
mains true whether or not nuclear transfer is contemplated.

5. Aesthetics and the “Natural.” The initial public 
response to Dolly’s birth announcement was over­
whelmingly negative. Polls performed in 1997 reported 
that three out of four Americans believed that human 
cloning should not be done. Justifying their judgments, 
some held that it was “playing God” or “unnatural,” 
but many described their reaction as loathing, a 
revulsion. It violated an emotional boundary. Ethicists 
have observed such visceral reactions before, and some 
have even given them a name—the “yuck factor.” The 
vital question is, how reliable is the “yuck factor” as a 
guide in making moral decisions? Is everything that 
makes people feel squeamish wrong or unethical? An 
essay by ethicist Leon Kass of the University of 
Chicago, now chair of the President’s Council on 
Bioethics, argues that a gut response “is the emotional 
expression of deep wisdom” representing our intuitive 
ethical sensitivity and that it should be trusted.31

It is difficult to make a logical argument against 
this position since it is based on intuition, emotion, 
or aesthetic sensibilities. It can be balanced by the 
observation that society has reacted negatively to 
many major medical advances—immunizations, blood 
transfusions, x-rays, antibiotics, organ transplants, 
even fluoridated water—innovations that helped to

contribute to increasing life expectancy from fifty to 
eighty years. And we may notice that not many feel 
deep repugnance to such measures today.

Related to concerns about what is natural for 
human beings is an uneasiness about overstepping our 
appointed bounds. Theologian Stanley Hauerwas has 
questioned the motives for cloning. Yes, it would be 
promoted because of its usefulness as an advanced 
technique in assisted reproduction and as a means for 
avoiding genetic disease. But he sees a “drive behind 
this to force us to be our own creators.”32 Others 
express the view that reproductive cloning would be 
“playing God,” violating our standing as creatures.

These charges take us back to the theme of 
humanity’s purpose. Is creation a finished product 
that will bear no further modification? Do advances

in knowledge and power demean the sanctity 
of human life? Is the value of life eroded by 
an increased understanding of the processes 
of life? Are we better off not knowing and 
not using answers to fundamental biological 
questions? These are hard questions that 
individuals may answer differently based upon 
their foundational beliefs about mankind’s role 
in the world. And we should not forget another 

caution given by C. S. Lewis: “Each new power won by 
man is a power overxw&w as well.”33 Without the 
guidance of secure moral convictions, all new tech­
nologies are dangerous and have the potential to dimin­
ish the meaning and quality of human life.

However, we should also be cautious about allowing 
traditional but unfounded limitations to be placed on 
human creativity in cooperation with the divine will. 
“Even within religious communities,” wrote the Na­
tional Bioethics Advisory Commission, “the warning 
against ‘playing God’ is too indiscriminate to provide 
ethical guidance.” Furthermore, “it overlooks moral 
invitations to play God.”34, Even if the image of God 
in humans has been tarnished and deformed by abuse 
or disuse, we still exhibit a measure of the curiosity 
and creativity that is part of God’s nature. As no other 
creatures on earth, we persist in probing and questioning 
creation, attempting to understand it and make it 
accountable. It is a divinely intended heritage.

In sum, reproductive cloning raises a host of ethical 
issues. It forces us to balance competing values—a child’s 
rights to safety, individuality, and dignity against the 
donors’ rights to procreate and to have children free of 
genetic disease. Humanity’s God-given stewardship of 
planetary life should take into account both the risks of 
genetic bondage and commodification of human life.
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With respect to potential losses of uniqueness and the 
possibility that cloned individuals might be objectified 
rather than respected as persons, there is justification 
for serious caution.

But such risks are not unprecedented, nor are they 
refractory to carefully drawn principles, based on faith 
in the Creator. At present, the inability of nuclear 
transplantation technology to meet reasonable standards 
of safety and unanswered ethical questions lead to the 
simple conclusion: “Not yet.” Some, possibly most, will 
want to add, “And not ever.” But we urge caution about 
setting absolute limits on future possibilities for cooper­
ating creatively with the divine will.

Therapeutic Cloning

A discussion of what has come to be called “therapeutic 
cloning” must begin with at least a minimal understanding 
of stem cell biology, a subject that has stimulated its 
own considerable debate. First, a review of some basic 
biology and terminology.

Our bodies are primarily composed of “differentiated” 
cells that can perform only the limited functions required 
for specific tissues. Cytologists have identified several 
hundred differentiated cell types—myocytes (muscle 
cells), neurons (nerve cells), erythrocytes (red blood

cells), and so on. Highly specialized 
cell types, like those just mentioned, 
cannot divide to make more of their 
kind. Other cell types may divide 
a prescribed number of times, after 
which they enter a nondividing, 
senescent state. In either case, differen­
tiated cells cannot transform them­
selves into other types. A neuron, for 
example, cannot become a myocyte. 
Under natural conditions, differentia­
tion is usually a one-way street.

Fortunately, most tissues contain 
a few undifferentiated stem cells. 
Whether they are isolated from a 

fetus, newborn, or adult, such cells are called “adult 
stem cells.” They are the energetic, but raw recruits 
of the body. They have not yet been “trained” to 
perform specific tasks. The training process is called 
“differentiation,” an orderly program that turns on 
specific genes while switching off others. Some adult 
stem cells may remain unspecialized for the life of the 
organism. Furthermore, they can divide repeatedly to 
make more stem cells, a property called “self-renewal.” 

Multipotency. Adult stem cells from a particular 
tissue have the ability to differentiate into the various 
cell types found in that tissue. In contrast to the fixed 
fates of differentiated cells, adult stem cells are 
“multipotent.” This means they can become any of 
several differentiated cell types. Hematopoietic stem 
cells from bone marrow, for instance, can mature into 
more than a dozen cell types found in the blood and 
immune systems. Neural stem cells can develop into 
neurons, glial cells, and oligodendrocytes—all cell 
types found in nerve tissue. This flexibility accounts 
for their alternative name, “multipotent stem cells.”
The normal role of adult stem cells is to generate

Human Therapeutic Cloning
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replacements for body cells that die as the result of 
damage, infection, or aging. Without them our lives 
would be short.

The enormous interest in stem cells is a consequence 
of their two distinctive characteristics: multipotency 
and self-renewal. If they could be isolated and grown in 
the laboratory, adult stem cells might be used to replace 
damaged human tissues. Two obstacles hinder that 
achievement. First, adult stem cells are scarce. Bone 
marrow, a well-known source of adult stem cells, contains 
about one stem cell per 10,000 bone marrow cells.

Other tissues may contain more adult stem cells, but 
never exceed one per several hundred 
body cells. The low numbers mean that 
one must have a large mass of normal 
tissue to obtain enough adult stem 
cells for most purposes. Such large 
quantities of human tissue are not 
commonly available. Furthermore, 
separating adult stem cells from the 
numerous differentiated body cells is 
not a simple matter.

The second limitation of adult 
stem cells rests on the fact that their 
multipotency is restricted. Typically, 
an adult stem cell may become one of 
the cell types found in the tissue from 
which it came. For example, a nerve 
stem cell may become a neuron, a glial 
cell, or an oligodendrocyte. But it cannot become a 
pancreatic cell or a bone cell. Recent results have shown 
that multipotency sometimes exceeds expectations. Adult 
stem cells from one tissue have been observed to develop 
into cell types characteristic of other tissues.

For example, neural stem cells mature into mature 
neurons, but they can also become muscle cells, certain 
kidney cells, or cells lining the digestive tract. One 
research group found that stem cells isolated from 
fat—a slurry obtained by liposuction—-could generate 
cartilage, bone, and muscle cells, as well as new fat 
cells. Nevertheless, there is no evidence for an adult 
stem cell that can produce all the various specialized 
cell types. Adult stem cells have limited flexibility.

Embryonic Stem Cells. The small numbers and 
circumscribed capabilities of adult stem cells have led 
to the enormous interest in human embryonic stem 
cells, first isolated in 1998.35 In contrast to their more 
mature cousins, embryonic stem cells are “pluripotent”— 
they have unlimited flexibility; they can become any 
cell type. (Significantly, they are not “totipotent,” 
because they cannot recreate a viable embryo.)

They are also self-renewing, having the capacity 
to replicate indefinitely to make more embryonic stem 
cells. One embryonic stem cell line has been grown for 
over two years through more than 300 doublings. The 
first trait suggests that once we understand the signals 
that provoke them to differentiate, we can recreate 
particular differentiated cell types to replace those that 
have been lost. The second characteristic promises that 
we can grow embryonic stem cells in culture until they 
generate a mass large enough for transplantation.

The clinical potential of both types of stem cells has 
stimulated a whirlwind of research. Scientists are

searching for external features that 
will help them identify and isolate 
adult stem cells more efficiently. They 
are refining the culture conditions so 
that embryonic and adult stems cells 
can grow happily in the laboratory, 
while remaining free from infectious 
agents and contaminants. A third goal 
is to discover the biochemical and 
environmental signals that trigger 
stem cells to differentiate into particu- 

! lar specialized cell types, 
s Some observers have tended to 
g overstate the usefulness of adult
o
|  stem cells at the expense of embryonic 
|  stem cells in order to accommodate 

their belief in the personhood of 
preimplantation embryos. However, most scientists 
working in the field agree that, in light of their therapeutic 
potential, too little is known to limit research to one or 
the other. Embryonic stem cells and adult stem cells 
will likely provide complementary tools; it is far too 
early to decide upon their respective benefits.

About sixty embryonic stem cell lines derived before 
President Bush’s August 9, 2001, address are now 
available for study with federal support. (His decision 
was an obvious political compromise because there is no 
meaningful ethical difference between the act of obtain­
ing cells from early embryos, which is now prohibited 
if federal funds are used, and the act of studying those 
cells.) Though less than a dozen of those cell lines may 
be usable, the ball is now in the court of the research 
community to produce evidence that there is actual—as 
opposed to theoretical—benefit to be derived from 
embryonic stem cell research. That evidence will be 
the most persuasive argument for continuing the 
development and use of embryonic stem cells.

The move from knowledge about stem cells to useful 
medical treatments is likely to be long and difficult.

Pre-embryo development 
of a fertalized egg at the 
early blastocyst stage



Ill
us

tra
tio

n:
 Je

nn
ie

 A
um

an

Day 5-6
Late blastocyst, 
implantation begins

Day 13-14
Pre-embryo development at the 
gastrulation, chorionic villi forma­
tion stage, with primitive streak

Exercising creative power through the 
reproductive process appears to be an 
important part of God’s plan for humanity.

Novel stem cell therapies that go beyond the long­
standing use of bone marrow and its constituents may 
be decades in the future. Nevertheless, the list of potential 
medical applications is impressive. Any condition that 
causes the death or depletion of a specific cell population 
may benefit from stem cell therapy.

A few promising targets include type I diabetes 
(loss of pancreatic islet cells), Parkinson’s disease (loss 
of dopamine-producing neurons), Alzheimer’s disease 
(loss of cerebral neurons), rheumatoid arthritis 
(destruction of cartilage and chondrocytes), multiple 
sclerosis (loss of myelin and myelin-producing cells), 
macular degeneration (loss of retinal visual receptors), 
hepatitis and cirrhosis (loss of liver cells), osteoporosis 
(loss of bone and bone-forming cells), heart attacks 
(loss of myocardiocytes), spinal cord injuries (lost of 
spinal neurons), leukemia (cancer of blood cells), and 
many other cancer types. By some estimates, more than 
100 million Americans have conditions that might some 
day be treated with stem cells.

Stem Cells and Cloning. Biologists admit that 
if they had a diverse collection of embryonic stem 
cell lines and the knowledge to convert them into 
differentiated cells, there would still be a crippling 
barrier to using them. All stem cells are marked with

distinctive surface features that 
make them potentially incompatible 
with the immune systems of some 
prospective recipients. The only 
means currently available for 
avoiding rejection of stem cell 
implants is lifelong treatment with 
immune suppressing drugs. Such 
drugs have multiple disadvantages, 
including increasing the patients’ 
susceptibility to infections. But 
immune suppression would be 
essential after stem cell transplants 
until other options become available.

Cloning has been linked to 
embryonic stem cells because it offers the hope of 
overcoming the persistent problem of transplant 
rejection. The proposed alternative to immune sup­
pression is to create patient-specific embryonic stem 
cells by a process alternatively called “nuclear transfer” 
or “therapeutic cloning.” In this procedure the nucleus 
from a patient’s cell would be transplanted into an 
enucleated egg. The resulting embryo would be used 
to generate embryonic stem cells. Tissue transplants 
derived from such stem cells would be perfectly 
compatible with the patient who provided the nucleus. 
The concept has already been tested successfully in 
cows. Much of the recent commotion was due to the 
report of Advanced Cell Technology, a for-profit 
company, indicating that it had succeeded in creating 
human embryos using this method.36

However, therapeutic cloning is not even close to a 
reality, and it may never become a practical remedy for 
transplant rejection, even after the technical difficulties 
are overcome. At present, the procedure requires an 
unrealistically high number of eggs. In a recent series
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of experiments with mice, for example, investigators 
used 202 mouse eggs transplanted with skin cell 
nuclei to create one embryo for stem cell production.37 
The price of scores of human eggs (currently about 
$4,000 each) would represent only a fraction of the 
total cost. The time and technical effort required to 
derive individual embryonic stem cell lines for patients 
suffering from various targeted diseases would be 
outrageously expensive and cumbersome. Furthermore, 
for those who attribute personhood to zygotes, 
therapeutic cloning would be subject to the same 
ethical prohibitions as reproductive cloning.

Beginning of Human Life. The value of stem cell 
therapy is not debated. Bone marrow and hematopoietic 
stem cells isolated from bone marrow have been used 
to treat blood disorders and leukemia for thirty years. 
Rather, the current debate converges on the source 
of embryonic stem cells—very early embryos. After 
a human egg is fertilized, the resulting zygote divides 
repeatedly. As development continues, the cluster 
typically arrives at the blastocyst stage on the fifth 
day. At this point, it consists of 100 to 200 cells that 
form a hollow, fluid-filled sphere, smaller than a 
pinhead. Stuck to the inner surface of the sphere is 
a cluster of about thirty cells called the “inner cell 
mass.” All existing embryonic stem cell lines were 
derived from the inner cell mass of such embryos.

The debates that swirl around stem cell therapy 
typically focus on the moral status of preimplantation 
embryos. The five-day old embryo, known as a blasto­
cyst, is a tiny sphere of cells with no human features, 
no nerve cells, no organs, indeed, no differentiated 
tissues of any kind. It is, at this point, an undifferentiated 
cluster. Under natural conditions, a human embryo 
might implant in the uterine wall about eight or nine 
days after fertilization. The blastocysts used to establish 
stem cell lines have not yet reached this stage.

It is generally agreed that it is neither necessary 
nor desirable to make embryos specifically for stem 
cell derivation since embryos are available from other 
sources. In vitro fertilization is used in about 360 U.S. 
clinics as an aid to couples that are unable to conceive 
by natural methods. In 1998, for example, about 
28,000 babies were born in the United States as the 
result of in vitro fertilization.38 Doctors fertilize six to 
fourteen eggs from each woman. Perhaps two or three 
are implanted in the patient’s uterus to achieve a reason­
able probability of a single pregnancy. The healthiest 
of those that remain may be frozen—some women 
may not become pregnant in the first attempt, and 
couples may later elect to use additional embryos to

have more children. If we accept in vitro fertilization as a 
treatment for infertility, then excess embryos will exist.

By various estimates, 100,000 to 200,000 embryos are 
currently stored frozen in the United States.39 When 
patients decide not to implant certain embryos, they may 
offer them to other couples, they may require that they 
be destroyed, or they may allow them to be used for 
research as long development is halted before a specified 
stage. Outside a uterus, an embryo cannot long survive. 
The isolated embryo can never become a person.40 
Nearly all of the existing embryonic stem cell lines, 
including those approved by President Bush for contin­
ued research, were derived from such “extra” embryos.41

Is such research ethically justified? Many find it 
difficult to argue that it would be better for embryos 
to be discarded as waste than to be used to save the 
lives of others. For some, the matter is decided by 
the fact that a five-day-old embryo lacks an essential 
quality required for personhood. Until the fourteenth 
day of development, it is possible for an embryo to 
split into two or more monozygotic offspring (an event 
that occurs naturally about once in 370 pregnancies), 
and for those to recombine again into a single embryo. 
Consequently, before day fourteen, the embryo does not 
correspond to one and only one individual. Since the 
embryo might still split or merge, its individual 
identity has not yet been established, and there can 
be no individuality or personhood without identity.

Others have noted that natural reproduction is 
quite ruthless in its destruction of embryos. The 
union of sperm and egg in natural conception fails 
more often than it succeeds in producing a new being. 
Between 50 and 75 percent of embryos formed by 
sexual intercourse do not survive long enough to 
produce a baby. This fact has prompted some to argue 
that it is paradoxical to attribute great moral value to 
an entity with such a high likelihood of failure under 
natural circumstances.42

However, the fact that, given the proper circum­
stances, embryos might become human beings requires 
careful thought about their moral status. The degree of 
protection they deserve is the crux of the debate. Are the 
many thousands of frozen human embryos, currently 
stored in infertility clinics, in need of rescue? If they are 
no longer needed for infertility treatment, must they be 
stored indefinitely? May they be adopted? May they be 
used for purposes as mundane as testing of laundry 
detergents and kitchen cleaners? Or must preimplanta­
tion embryos be assigned full human status with the full 
array of human rights? Is it evident that the product 
of the nucleus of a skin cell, taken from the arm of a



patient, transferred to an ovum, and cultured in a petri 
dish, should be accorded the rights of a citizen?

The obvious and knotty question is, of course, the 
same one that has been central to the debates about 
the morality of abortion: When does human life begin? 
Or better put, when does morally relevant personhood 
begin? Some Christians, basing their views on the 
creation story, believe that human life begins at birth. 
The text says that God “breathed into [Adam’s]]

embryo development and the objective of the research.
The “Guidelines on Abortion” and their accompany­

ing “Principles for a Christian View of Life” summarize 
important principles for respecting prenatal life and 
the personal conscience of believers.44 Notable in 
these statements is a deliberate openness regarding 
the precise “moment” when protectable human life 
begins. In an important footnote, the “Guidelines on 
Abortions,” state: “Abortion, as understood in these

A cell containing the genetic material from the donor is placed inside the Zona Pelluca. Source: Advanced Cell Technology

nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living 
being” (Gen 2:7 NIV). Other Christians believe that a 
new and unique person comes into existence at the 
moment of conception. They point to passages that 
describe Jeremiah’s prenatal call and the Psalmist’s 
wonder at being “knit together in [his[ mother’s 
womb” as evidence that the biblical writers were aware 
of and valued prenatal life. (Jer. 1:5; Ps. 139:13 NIV) 
This view generally leads to the conclusion that no 
benefit to others can justify the purposeful destruction 
of preimplantation embryos.

Still other principled Christians hold that moral 
value of prenatal life develops gradually through many 
important stages, in a crescendo building to birth. On 
this view, implantation is of crucial importance because 
progress toward birth is impossible if an embryo does 
not become implanted in a uterus. Another important 
time, in the developmental view, is the onset of 
organized neurological activity, or brain waves.

How could we accept the notion of “brain death,” 
after which a human body is considered a corpse, even 
though its heart continues to beat, if we do not also 
accept the idea of “brain birth”? The time of quickening, 
when fetal movement is first detected, and viability, 
when the fetus is capable of sustained life outside the 
womb, are other significant steps in the crescendo of 
prenatal development. This view may include the 
belief that early embryos have human potential and 
possess symbolic moral value that is worthy of 
respect.43 However, it may also allow embryo research 
after having taken into account both the stage of

guidelines, is defined as any action aimed at the 
termination of a pregnancy already established. This 
is distinguished from contraception, which is intended 
to prevent a pregnancy.”45

The reason for this distinction is important. 
Acknowledging honest differences among Adventists 
about the beginning of human life, the drafters of the 
“Guidelines” were able to achieve consensus that once 
implantation has occurred and gestation has begun, 
only the weightiest moral reasons could possibly justify 
ending prenatal life. At the same it was recognized that 
some of the most widely used birth control measures, 
including birth control pills, probably do not prevent 
conception but rather implantation and gestation.

Because Adventists do not subscribe to the concept 
of the soul as an immaterial entity that takes up 
temporary residence in a physical body, there is, for 
Adventists, no precise moment of ensoulment. Rather, 
the soul represents the entire human being, the whole 
person energized by life. For this reason, the instant of 
fertilization, though an essential step in the developmen­
tal process that will eventually produce a person, 
cannot be equated with ensoulment. In some respects, 
the argument that a human soul begins with the new 
genotype that is formed during the process of concep­
tion is similar to the traditional doctrine of
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ensoulment. Instead of the infusion of an immaterial 
soul, there is the constitution of a new genotype.

But, as we already pointed out, a new genotype is 
not the same as a new person. The very possibility of 
twinning proves this. No one argues that monozygotic 
twins share one soul. They are clearly two different 
persons, even thought they began as one embryo. 
Because Adventists believe that the soul is the whole 
person, and because the person arrives through multiple 
stages, there are good Adventist reasons to view the 
establishment of human life developmentally. This 
deprives us of the neatness of some traditional views. 
But the gains in terms of honesty about the biblical 
texts and the biological facts make the developmental 
view, with all its complexity, the preferable position.

There are other reasons for Adventists to be carefully 
interested in what might otherwise seem arcane matters 
of genetic medicine. A central principle of Christianity 
is the obligation to alleviate suffering and to preserve 
life. The Christian doctrine of salvation is much more 
than “heaven in the sky bye-and-bye.” It encompasses 
healing the whole person, body, mind, spirit, and even 
social relationships, here and now. The Scriptures 
portray God as endlessly concerned with the moral and 
physical restoration of his creatures. ‘And he sent them 
to preach the kingdom of God, and to heal the sick” 
(Luke 9:22 KJV). Christ gave explicit instructions to 
continue his healing ministry.

Adventists, in particular, appreciate the ministry of 
healing as part of God’s work on earth. The duty of 
beneficence requires that Christian medical professionals 
provide those in need with the means for healing that 
they would seek if they were themselves in need. To the 
extent that we can help to prevent disease and restore 
health, and do so ethically, we are obliged to investigate 
the potential of genetic therapies that may become some 
of the most effective tools for doctors of the future.

Conclusion

God endowed human beings with intelligence and 
creativity, and gave us responsibility to cooperate with 
him in the care of the planet and all its creatures. He 
intends for us to grow in our understanding of the 
principles of life, including the function of our bodies. 
Ethical research and examination can only increase 
our appreciation of God’s wisdom and goodness.

Within the medical realm, we are powerfully 
driven to control disease—conditions that disrupt the 
order and harmony that God intended. We are invited 
to use the knowledge he gives us. Consequently, gene

therapy need not be an expression of human pride or 
arrogance. As long as the aim is to alleviate suffering, 
and we use our creativity with purpose, courage, 
caution, contingency, and compassion, keeping in 
mind the protection of the defenseless and helpless, 
genetic medicine has the same moral justification as 
traditional medicine. On the other hand, an attempt to 
redesign ourselves into creatures with new and 
superlative powers would be perilous. A balanced view 
of our God-likeness should remind us that we tamper 
with fundamental human attributes at great risk.

Many caution that the use of genetic medicine puts 
us on a slippery slope, potentially blurring the value 
of personhood and undermining human uniqueness.
In rebuttal, we do not prohibit every endeavor that, if 
pursued without restraint, might lead to undesirable 
consequences. Everything we attempt carries risk that 
we attempt to balance against the benefits of measured 
action. That is the domain of ethics. Our deliberation 
implies that we can prescribe limits for our behavior. 
The reflection of God’s image that remains invites us 
to that responsible action.

In this essay, we have not tried to resolve all of the 
ethical questions associated with cloning. If we had 
tried, we would have failed. The questions are still 
emerging, with new developments almost daily. We are 
only two members of a faith community that we seek 
to serve and whose help we also need. It is our convic­
tion that Seventh-day Adventists should return to the 
practice of gathering members with appropriate 
expertise in an attempt to address issues of vital 
interest to the Church at regular intervals.

The documents produced by the General Con­
ference’s Christian View of Human Life Committee 
during the 1990s have continued to serve our church, 
and they have elicited positive comments from many 
outside our church. But such statements typically do 
not have an endless shelf life. They can easily become 
stale as new discoveries are made both in science and 
in biblical understanding. Since 2000, when the decision 
was made not to continue the work of the Christian 
View of Human Life Committee, no comparable work 
has emerged. Thus, statements that once provided 
careful guidance to church members and institutions 
now run the risk of appearing quaint or even misin­
formed. This is no insignificant matter for a church 
that operates hundreds of health care institutions, 
educates thousands of health care professionals 
and scientists, and seeks to conduct innovative and 
path-breaking medical research.

We believe that we, as Adventists, have been given



the necessary inspired resources and the motivation to 
pursue the best medical science in an ethical manner. 
But doing so will continue to require our best efforts to 
engage each other in honest, vigorous discourse about 
the practical implications of our faith. In this regard, 
the ethical questions of cloning will, we predict, 
continue to test us.
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They Said, We Said
Denominational

I t seems that every day I receive some 
missive in the mail from either the left or the 
right that rails against the Church for all it does 
wrong. In this article I want to commend the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church and its leadership for som ething that I believe 
it has done correctly.

The subject of human cloning and issues that arise from it have 
prompted several Christian denominations, including the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, to comment on this topic. In this article I will examine 
some other denominational statements and then see how that of the 
Seventh-day Adventists compares.

These statements may be divided into three categories. First are 
statements that oppose human cloning as inherently wrong. Second are 
those that permanently oppose human cloning on pragmatic grounds. 
Finally, some oppose human cloning at present, but are open to its legitimacy 
at a time in the future when the procedure might be more safe.

Categorical rejection of human cloning can be seen in statements by 
the Southern Baptists, Roman Catholic bishops, and the Church of 

Scotland.1 The Southern Baptist statement makes reference to Genesis 
and argues, “Seeking to clone human beings signifies a spiritual and 
technological hubris on the part of man which aims to usurp God’s 
prerogatives as Creator.” The statement then concludes that there “are 
no morally acceptable reasons for cloning human beings.”2

The Southern Baptist statement does open the possibility that in the 
future individual organs might be cloned for transplant, as long as no entire 
human person is ever cloned. In addition to this statement, the trustees of 
the Christian Life Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention voted 
another on March 6, 1997, that concludes, “Be it further resolved that we 
call for all nations of the world to make efforts to prevent the cloning of 
any human being.”3

In “Remarks in Response to News Reports on the Cloning of Mammals,” 
issued by the secretariat for Pro-Life activities of the National Conference 
of Catholic Bishops, the secretariat argued that children are to have real 
parents and not to be products we can manufacture. Children must be the 
fruit of parents’ love. The report says, “Catholic teaching rejects the cloning 
of human beings, because this is not a worthy way to bring a human being 
into the world.”4

Statements on Human Cloning 

By John Brunt

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


On May 22, 1997, the General Assembly of the 
Church of Scotland voted to reaffirm “belief in the basic 
dignity and uniqueness of each human being under 
God,’’ and to “express the strongest possible opposition 
to the cloning of human beings and urge Her Majesty’s 
Government to press for a comprehensive international 
treaty to ban it worldwide.”5

In a supplementary report to this vote from the 
Society, Religion, and Technology Project of the Board 
of National Mission we read that “to clone human beings 
would be ethically unacceptable as a matter of principle. 
On principle, to replicate any human technologically is 
a violation of the basic dignity and uniqueness of each 
human being made in God’s image, of what God has 
given to that individual and to no one else.”6

Although some of the reasons given differ, all three 
of these statements oppose human cloning in principle. 
None recognizes any instances where cloning might 
be utilized legitimately either now or in the future. 
Cloning is wrong, period.

By contrast, the statement prepared by the United 
Church of Christ attempts to affirm the work of 

scientists and recognizes that there might be situations, 
as in the case of infertile married couples, where cloning 
could be beneficial. In the end, however, the statement 
rejects cloning for three reasons.

At present the procedure in humans is not safe; a 
“child produced by cloning would suffer from an 
overwhelming burden of expectations”; and it is 
beneficial for children to have the genetic resources of 
two adults.7 Thus, this statement, in contrast with the 
three above, rejects cloning for several pragmatic reasons, 
but does not oppose it in principle as inherently wrong.

F inally, there are two denominational statements 
that allow for the possibility of legitimate human 

cloning in the future, although the first of these, from 
the United Methodists Genetic Science Task force, is 
problematic in an interesting way.8

This task force was commissioned by the United 
Methodist General Board of Church and Society. Its 
statement, issued in May 1997, also affirms the benefits 
of science and technology. It opposes cloning at present, 
but affirms that if humans are ever cloned the clones 
should be treated as fully human with all the dignity 
and civil rights accorded to any other human.

The statement also urges “widespread discussion 
of issues related to cloning in public forums including 
churches,” and pleads that research move slowly while 
these discussions sort out the important issues involved.9

Thus, the door is left open for the possibility of human 
cloning in the future, although nothing is spelled out 
about the nature of issues that would finally be 
resolved in order to open this door in actual practice.

The preface of the statement includes a caveat that 
the Task Force cannot speak for the United Methodist 
Church as a whole. Only the Methodist General Confer­
ence can do that. At the General Conference in May of 
2000 in Cleveland, Ohio, it became obvious that the Task 
Force truly did not speak for the Church. By a vote of 
809 to 15, the Methodist General Conference called 
“on all nations to ban human cloning and to identify 
appropriate government agencies to enforce the ban.”10 

Reasons given include the wasting of human 
embryos, use or abuse of people, exploitation of women, 
tearing the fabric of the family, compromising human 
distinctiveness, lessening genetic diversity, exploitation 
for corporate profit and/or personal gain, and invasion 
of privacy. Nevertheless, the Methodist General 
Conference did call for continued discussion.

When taken as a whole, however, this statement 
puts the United Methodist Church with the churches 
that oppose cloning on pragmatic grounds.

O nly one statement leaves the door open to some 
possible uses of cloning in the future and spells 

out the principles that would have to be met in order 
for cloning to be legitimate. This statement is “On 
Ethical Considerations Regarding Human Cloning,” 
voted by the Seventh-day Adventist Annual Council 
in Brazil in October of 1998. (see pages 44-46, below.)

The statement lists ethical concerns and argues 
that, “At present, concern about physical harm to 
developing human lives is sufficient to rule out the use 
of this technology.” Other concerns include the dignity 
and uniqueness of the cloned person, the undermining 
of family relationships, the danger of treating clones 
in a dehumanizing, utilitarian way, and the financial 
costs of such a procedure.

After listing the concerns, however, the statement 
adds this caveat, “Still, it is important that concerns 
about the abuses of a technology not blind us to the 
possibilities of using it to meet genuine human needs.” 

The statement then goes on to list seven ethical 
principles that should be considered if this technology 
is ever applied to human beings. They are protection 
of vulnerable human life, protection of human dignity, 
alleviating human suffering, family support, steward­
ship, truthfulness, and understanding creation.

On the basis of these principles the statement would 
allow human cloning in some instances within the



context of a marriage relationship as long as it can 
be done in a way consistent with these principles and 
does not involve third parties, such as surrogates.

An additional statement voted by the Executive 
Committee of the General Conference in Brazil suggests 
that situations such as a married couple suffering from 
a genetic disease or infertility where no other means 
of reproduction would be possible might be legitimate 
contexts for human cloning in the future.

I believe that this statement offers the best example 
of the kind of theological and ethical reasoning that 
should guide our Christian reflections on this topic.
On the one hand, it avoids the dogmatic prohibitions 
that offer no reasons. On the other, it provides positive 
principles that might guide us in knowing how to 
decide the matter thoughtfully. In addition, it is the 
only statement that applies biblical principles to the 
issue of human cloning.

If I am correct, how is it that Adventists have been so 
fortunate as to have produced the best example of 

ethical and theological reflection on the topic of human 
cloning? It is not an accident. Church leadership had 
the foresight to involve theologians, ethicists, attorneys, 
and medical personnel, along with administrators, 
pastors, and other church leaders, in an interdisciplinary 
committee that met for over a decade and discussed 
ethical questions that involve human life.

The committee was called the Christian View of 
Human Life Committee, and it met from 1989 to 2000. 
For an account of the first two years of this committee’s 
work you can read an article in the August 1991, Spectrum, 
by attorney Margaret McFarland, who was a member.

There were several ground rules that helped this 
group do its work so well. One was that every side of 
every issue would be given a hearing. Discussion was 
open and civil. One member of the committee with 
whom I spoke gave much of the credit for this to Albert 
Whiting, a physician and director of the Medical 
Department of the General Conference.

Another feature of the committee was that a majority 
of its members were women. It also tended to have 
experts in the field write the drafts that were then con­
sidered and revised by the group as a whole. For instance, 
the draft of the statement on cloning was written by two 
individuals from Loma Linda University, Gerald Winslow, 
a theologian and ethicist, and Anthony Zuccarelli, a 
researcher in genetics in the School of Medicine.

This methodology of relying on shared, interdisciplin­
ary wisdom has produced a whole series of statements 
on bioethical topics that should serve as a model for the

positive results of open theological and biblical reflection.
For this, the Seventh-day Adventist Church is to be 

commended.
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Adventist Statement on Ethical 
Considerations Regarding Human Cloning

F or a number of decades, the prospect that new 
members of the human family might be 
produced by cloning was considered far-fetched. 

Recent advances in genetic and reproductive biology, 
however, indicate that techniques for cloning humans 
may soon be developed. With this prospect comes the 
Christian responsibility to address profound ethical 
issues associated with human cloning. As Christians, 
with firm belief in God's creative and redemptive power, 
Seventh-day Adventists accept the responsibility to 
enunciate ethical principles that emerge from their 
faith commitments.

Cloning includes all those processes by which living 
plants or animals are replicated by asexual means— 
methods that do not involve the fusion of egg and 
sperm. Many natural processes are forms of cloning. 
For example, microorganisms, like common yeast, 
reproduce by splitting into two daughter cells that are 
clones of the parent cell and each other. Cutting a twig 
from a rose bush or grapevine and propagating it into 
a complete plant also creates a clone of the original 
plant. Similarly, many simple animals, such as starfish, 
can regenerate complete organisms from small parts 
of a predecessor. Thus the biological principle of 
cloning is not new.

The new technique is known as somatic cell nuclear 
transfer. The essence of this method is to take a cell 
from an existing individual and manipulate it so that 
it behaves like an embryonic cell. Given the proper 
conditions, an embryonic cell can proliferate and 
generate a complete individual. At present, this cellular 
reprogramming is accomplished by putting a complete 
adult cell inside a larger egg cell whose nucleus has been 
removed. The egg that is used in this process serves 
the role of an incubator, providing an essential envi­
ronment to reactivate genes of the adult cell. The egg 
contributes to the offspring only the small amount of 
genetic material associated with its cytoplasm, not its 
nuclear genetic material, as occurs in sexual reproduc­
tion. The altered egg must then be implanted in an 
adult female for gestation.

Biologists have developed this technique as a tool

for animal husbandry. By this means, they hope to 
create a herd of valued animals that are genetically 
identical to a selected individual. The potential benefits 
from this technology, including the expectation of 
products for treating human diseases, are of great 
interest to researchers and to the biotechnology 
industry. However, the same technological capacity 
could be used for human reproduction and thus raises 
serious ethical concerns.

First among these concerns is medical safety. If 
the current technique of somatic cell nuclear transfer 
were to be used in humans, ova would need to be 
obtained from donors. Most of these would perish 
because of cellular manipulations during early embryonic 
growth in the laboratory. Others would be lost after 
implantation, spontaneously aborted at various stages 
of fetal development. In this respect, sensitivity to the 
value of embryonic and fetal life would be similar to 
the development of other methods of assisted repro­
duction, such as in vitro fertilization. There would 
likely be an increased risk of birth defects in children 
brought to term. At present, concern about physical 
harm to developing human lives is sufficient to rule 
out the use of this technology.

However, even if the success rates of cloning were 
to improve and the medical risks were diminished, a 
number of major concerns would remain. For example, 
is there anything intrinsically problematic with creating 
an individual who is not produced through fertilization 
of an egg by a sperm? Further study is needed to 
resolve questions regarding the essential nature of 
procreation in God's design.

Another of the most often expressed concerns is that 
the dignity and uniqueness of a cloned person may be 
jeopardized. This risk includes the psychological harm 
that might be experienced by an individual who would 
be what some have called the "delayed identical twin" of 
the individual who provided the initial cell. Do existing 
persons have the right to exercise such a level of 
control over the genetic destiny of a new individual?

Concern also exists that human cloning might 
undermine family relationships. Commitments to both
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the unitive and the procreative functions of human 
sexual relationships might be diminished. For example, 
the questionable practice of using a gestational surrogate 
may, at times, be considered. The use of a donor cell from 
an individual other than the married couple may 
introduce problems of relationships and responsibilities.

An additional major risk is that cloning could lead to 
expedient uses of those who are cloned, with their value 
assigned primarily on the basis of their utility. For 
example, there could be a temptation to clone individuals 
to serve as sources of transplantable organs. Others have 
worried about the deliberate creation of subservient 
individuals whose autonomy would be violated. Egotisti­
cal or narcissistic individuals might be inclined to use the 
technology in order to "duplicate" themselves.

Finally, the financial costs of cloning would likely 
be considerable even after significant technological 
improvements. If human cloning were commercialized, 
conflicting interests might add to the risk of abuse.

While this is only a partial list of potential risks 
and misuses of human cloning, it should be sufficient 
to give pause to Christians who wish to apply the moral 
principles of their faith to the matter of human cloning. 
Still, it is important that concerns about the abuses of 
a technology not blind us to the possibilities of using 
it to meet genuine human needs.1 The possibility of 
human cloning, even if remote, motivates this statement 
of relevant Christian principles.

The following ethical principles are intended to apply 
to somatic cell nuclear transfer if that technology is 
ever applied to human beings. The 
rapid pace of progress in this field 
will require periodic review of 
these principles in light of new 
developments.

1. Protection of vulnerable 
human life. Scripture is clear in its 
call to protect human life, especially 
those lives that are most vulnerable 
(Deut 10:17-19; Isa 1:16, 17; Matt 
25:31-46). The biological technology 
of cloning is ethically unacceptable 
whenever it poses disproportionate 
risk of harm to human life.

2. Protection of human dignity.
Human beings were created in the 
image of God (Gen 1:26, 27) and 
were thus endowed with personal 
dignity that calls for respect and

protection (Gen 9:6). Cloning may threaten human 
dignity in a number of ways and must thus be ap­
proached with resolute moral vigilance. Any use of 
this technology that undermines or diminishes the 
personal dignity or autonomy of human beings must 
be rejected. This moral prohibition applies to all human 
cloning that would value human life primarily for its 
utilitarian function or commercial value.

3. Alleviating human suffering. It is a Christian 
responsibility to prevent suffering and to preserve the 
quality of human life (Acts 10:38; Luke 9:2). If it is 
possible to prevent genetic disease through the use of 
somatic cell nuclear transfer, the use of this technol­
ogy may be in keeping with the goal of preventing 
avoidable suffering.

4. Family support. God's ideal plan is for children 
to develop in the context of a loving family with the 
presence, participation, and support of both mother and 
father (Prov 22:6; Ps 128:1-3; Eph 6:4; 1 Tim 5:8). Any 
use of somatic cell nuclear transfer as a means of 
assisting human reproduction should thus be within the 
context of the fidelity of marriage and support of stable 
family life. As with other forms of assisted reproduction, 
the involvement of third parties, such as surrogates, 
introduces moral problems that are best avoided.

5. Stewardship. The principles of Christian stew­
ardship (Luke 14:28; Prov 3:9) are important for all 
types of assisted human reproduction including the 
possibility of somatic cell nuclear transfer, which is 
likely to be very costly. Married couples seeking such
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assistance should consider the expenses involved 
in terms of their exercise of faithful stewardship.

6. Truthfulness. Honest communication is one 
of Scripture's mandates (Prov 12:22; Eph 4:15,
25). Any proposed use of cloning should be 
informed by the most accurate information 
available, including the nature of the procedure, its 
potential risks, and its costs.

7. Understanding God's creation. God intends 
for human beings to grow in their appreciation 
and understanding of His creation, which includes 
knowledge regarding the human body (Matt 6:26- 
29; Ps 8:3-9; 139:1-6; 13-16). For this reason, 
efforts to understand the biological structures of 
life through ethical research should be encouraged.

Given our present state of knowledge and the 
current refinement of somatic cell nuclear transfer, 
the use of this technique for human cloning is 
deemed unacceptable by the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church. Given our responsibility to 
alleviate disease and to enhance the quality of 
human life, continued appropriate research with 
animals is deemed acceptable.

1. There may be future situations in which human 
cloning could be considered beneficial and morally accept­
able. It is possible, for example, to imagine circumstances in 
which cloning may be contemplated within the context of 
marriage as the only available means of reproduction for a 
couple who cannot participate in normal procreation. In 
other cases, potential parents may be carriers of defective 
genetic alleles, and they may wish to avoid the risk of giving 
birth to a child with a genetic disease. The use of somatic 
cell nuclear transfer might assist such parents in having a 
child who would be free of genetic disorder. Of course, many 
of the concerns about personal identity and dignity would 
still remain even in the context of family fidelity. As with 
other forms of assisted human reproduction, potential 
blessings of somatic cell nuclear transfer must be weighed 
against the risks.

This statement was voted during the Annual Council of the 
General Conference Executive Committee on Sunday, 
September 27, 1998, in Iguacu Falls, Brazil.

46 SPECTRUM • Volume 30, Issue 4 • Autumn 2002



A Family Affair
By Edwin A. Karlow

I t was my privilege to participate in the 
International Faith and Science Conference 
(IFSC) in Ogden, Utah, August 23-29, 2002. 
Convened by the General Conference at a total cost of 

$55,000, the event drew 84 participants from over 20 countries. 
All of the Church’s world divisions were represented.

Included were twenty church administrators, four pastors, eighteen 
theologians, thirty-five scientists, and seven invitees from the General 
Conference, including the editors of Ministry, Adult Bible Study Guides, 
Adventist Review and Signs o f the Times. In addition, six lay members attended. 
Regrettably, the list of attendees included only two women. The employing 
organizations of the attendees covered their cost of travel and housing.

Organizers intend the meeting to be the first of a series, including 
regional meetings throughout the world in 2003, and culminating with 
another international conference in 2004 to summarize the dialogue 
regarding the Church’s understanding and explanation of Genesis 1-11.

Motivation for this series of meetings came from an action of the Geo­
science Research Institute board. In 1998, the board had recommended to the 
General Conference president “that consideration be given to appointment of
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an ad hoc study committee for the purpose of exploring 
the theological and scientific implications of various 
views of Genesis 1- 11 , and developing a more explicit 
Adventist theology of origins.”

The board's action included the suggestion that the 
study committee be limited to ten to fifteen members. 
The IFSC organizing committee wisely disregarded that 
limitation, and sought to assemble a much larger, more 
diverse, and more representative group of participants.

In his introduction to the conference, Lowell Cooper, 
chair of the organizing committee, reminded us “this 
conference is intended as a dialogue. It is not charged 
with the obligation of defining or redefining Seventh-day 
Adventist doctrinal beliefs. . .. The first objective is to 
broaden our understanding of the questions and issues 
involved. Accordingly, greater emphasis will be given to 
awareness than to advocacy of ideas.”

To that end, the conference did not vote a final 
statement of its accomplishments, nor was a statement 
or set of recommendations prepared in advance. Confer­
ees were instead reminded throughout the conference 
that their task was to identify issues, not solve problems.

However, in his Friday night address General 
Conference president Jan Paulsen affirmed that the 
Church already has a clearly defined belief with 
regard to creation. “We believe that this earth and life 
on it was created in six literal days and that the age of 
the earth since then is a young one.” Recognizing that 
some “come from a perspective which is not where I 
am,” he stated, “you are a necessary partner to the 
conversations we are having.”

Paulsen urged attendees to “carry on this conversa­
tion without being divided into camps.” He encouraged 
them to “sense the things that also bind us together in 
the family” in hopes “that the common love that we have 
for the Church will be predominant and will be perceived 
in what we are doing together. God will bless us.”

Finally, he made clear that we cannot shrink from 
this difficult task. “Not to engage in this conversation is 
simply to pretend and not face the realities as they are.”

Talking Points

Organizers for this conference assigned topics, and 
they asked some presenters to review several com­
peting viewpoints.

The papers began with one by Richard M. Davidson 
that examined the textual evidence for a literal under­
standing of the story of origins as recorded in Genesis 1 
and 2. Although stoutly defending a literal creation week 
of seven days, he chose the “passive gap” interpretation

of texts from Genesis 1:1, 2 to Genesis 1:3, which allows 
for the possibility of much older (“millions of years”) 
prefossil rocks.

Randall Younker followed with a paper that explored 
the evidence for cultural influence upon the writer and 
hearers of Genesis, and concluded that Genesis 1 and 
2 “portray a God who steps into and interacts with 
human history.” Younker asserted that the texts are 
historical and accurate, though not to be taken as 
“science” in today's terms.

After Younker, Fritz Guy argued for reading 
the Genesis accounts as primarily theological in 
nature. He reminded attendees that reading the text 
“literalistically” is itself an interpretation, and that 
“no interpretation has a preferred status.”

The next presenter was Gerhard Pfandl, who showed 
that in almost every instance Ellen White wrote about 
the age of the earth she did so without intending to 
measure time since creation. Surprisingly, no one 
contested Pfandl’s conclusion.

Another high point at the beginning of the confer­
ence was a presentation by John T. Baldwin, who 
reviewed concordist approaches to the relationship 
between faith and science. Baldwin argued for a link 
between the parallel phrases in Exodus 20:11 and 
Revelation 14:7, which refer to the Lord having made 
the heavens, earth, and seas. According to Baldwin, by 
implication, the phrase “in six days” found in Exodus 
must also apply in Revelation. Although some conferees 
liked a conclusion that linked the great controversy 
story with creation, others did not find it persuasive.

After this theological introduction, scientists were 
invited to join in. H. Thomas Goodwin and Kevin E. 
Nick provided a brief but illustrative treatment of 
the evidences for evolutionary theory. Their presentation 
included an overview of the geologic column and an 
analysis of how the paradigm of long ages (millions 
of years) successfully unifies many disciplines depen­
dent upon data from the column, whereas a shorter 
chronology does not.

Lee Spencer then made a case for the taxonomic 
similarity of fossil hominids, which carries the strong 
suggestion of evolutionary development. The discussion 
of evolution continued with Ron Carter, who suggested 
that although evolution as a worldview cannot be tested, 
hypotheses of how evolution might have occurred can be. 
Thus, evolutionary hypothesizing can be placed squarely 
in the camp of legitimate science.

Hearing that Adventists do not hold to “fixity of spe­
cies” was new to many in the audience, and learning that 
there is little distinction between micro- and macroevolu-



tion seemed to remove one more 
“safe” expression from the lexicon of 
creation/evolution debates.

To some in the audience, these 
ideas were unfamiliar; they sounded 
strange coming from fellow 
Adventist colleagues. Many left that 
particular session feeling uneasy, 
fearful they were being sold a line of 
evolutionary thinking. However, the 
conference planners had deliberately 
scheduled presentations that way, 
and Goodwin and Nick returned the 
next day to present a distinctly 
Adventist perspective.

Goodwin and Nick returned to 
tell how, motivated by belief in a 
short chronology, they had built 
models that adequately interpret 
some aspects of geological and 
paleontological data. In contrast to 
traditional evolutionary modes, 
which assume slow rates of deposi­
tions over time, theirs assumes rapid 
burial of fossilized remains and the 
associated sedim ents and gives 
credence to flood scenarios.

Goodwin and Nick cited the 
Cambrian explosion as an example 
of the sudden appearance of new 
life forms without precursor in the 
geologic column, thus suggesting 
some form of creative activity.
However, they also pointed out that none of the 
creatures alive today that can be traced to ancestors 
found in the Cambrian bear any resemblance to those 
creatures whatsoever. This fact augurs for some kind 
of evolutionary change since the Cambrian explosion, 
claimed Goodwin.

Two other scientific papers also offered strategies for 
approaching the study of the natural world with biblical 
motivations. Leonard Brand illustrated how hypothesis 
development and testing in science find parallels in 
religion. Affirming a framework of a recent seven-day 
creation event and a global flood, Brand uses biblical 
insight to form hypotheses and encourage research.

James Gibson, the second of this pair, reminded 
attendees that extra-biblical teaching can creep in when 
the text of the Bible is ambiguous. For instance, 
antibiblical writers in the nineteenth century promul­
gated the flat earth myth on the basis of wording in the

Bible that refers to the four corners 
of the earth. In other places, the 
Bible refers to the circle of the 
earth. Gibson invited listeners not 
to see the Bible in conflict with 
itself, but to understand that 
science has clarified points left 
indeterminate in the Bible.

However, Gibson was not 
optimistic about harmonizing 
biblical and scientific views of the 
natural world. As practiced today, 
modern science is independent of 
any explanation that involves God, 
thus placing it in a category that 
Ellen White called “false science . . . 
something independent of God” 
{Messages to Young People, 190). 
According to Gibson, ”we cannot 
legitimately apply Ellen White’s 
statements of expected harmony 
to the current practice of science.” 

Gibson quoted Ellen White: “I 
have been warned that henceforth 
we shall have a constant contest. 
Science, so-called, and religion will 
be placed in opposition to each 
other, because finite men do not 
comprehend the power and great­
ness of God” (.Evangelism, 593).

During the final full day of the 
conference attendees returned to 
considerations of theological 

implications for alternate models and the problem of 
living with uncertainty where science and theology 
seem to be irreconcilable. In relation to this line of 
thought, Richard Rice evaluated the problem of evil, 
saying that it is pervasive, and, even without the 
entanglements of evolution, challenges our concepts 
of a good and loving God.

Rice also pointed out that, for a number of Christian 
thinkers, “evolution not only reveals God’s power and 
intelligence: it also reveals God’s love and goodness.” 
The kenosis, or emptying, attributed to Jesus in the 
hymn of Philippians 2:5-11 finds its parallel in “the 
costly course of evolution thus expressing the self­
giving and self-restraint that characterize all of God’s 
dealings with his creatures.”

If our Scriptural 

understandings are exempt 

from the influences

of contemporary science, 

and if science must rely on a 

worldview that lacks the

dynamic vocabulary of change, 

there seems to be little hope 

for meaningful dialogue.
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Soon after Rice’s presentation, Marco Terreros 
tackled the topic of death before sin. In his view, thinking 
about the possibility of death before the fall could offer 
an attractive way out of the problems of ancient fossils 
in the geologic column and evidence for ancient humans.

Terreros suggested that the death of bacteria and 
vegetable composts should not be included in the curse 
of death that resulted from the fall. However, if such 
death is only a natural problem, it could have a natural 
solution and need no supernatural intervention, such 
as God’s entry into human history through the 
Incarnation. Terreros suggested that we recognize 
discontinuity between creation and Providence. “The 
present conditions of a world fallen into sin must not 
be made the measure of the so-called natural conditions 
of an unfallen creation,” he concluded.

Another major theological issue in relation to 
creation is the Sabbath, which Norman Gulley examined. 
Gulley looked at the issue of whether the Sabbath 
made sense linked to Christ as Lord of the Sabbath 
rather than as the climax of a literal creation week.
He reviewed the perspectives of several Adventist 
writers who seemed to distance themselves from the 
literal meanings of the Genesis story.

Gulley suggested that in each case they had aban­
doned the Church’s historic position on the Sabbath 
as a memorial of creation. “Any question about the 
literal, historical, six-day week with a seventh-day 
Sabbath in the creation record jettisons the foundational 
biblical record for the Sabbath,” he concluded.

John Brunt gave one of the last papers, which 
discussed how the Church can deal with uncertainty 
and pluralism. Brunt’s presentation used a musical 
metaphor. If we acknowledge that all of our interpre­
tations of Scripture are imperfect, he suggested, then 
we should at least expect these various voices to sing 
in harmony rather than cacophony.

To continue the metaphor, producing harmony 
requires agreement on at least the key signature and 
meter. We all agree that God is Creator and that the 
universe came into existence at his command. But we 
find it difficult to make a harmonious chord of our 
various understandings of how and when that creation 
was effected.

In a related presentation, Frank Hasel asserted that 
we seek integration of faith and science, not separation 
or segregation. “Integration is possible only on the basis 
of some higher authority that can be appealed to and 
that provides the basis and parameter for a harmonious 
integration. For Adventists this integrating authority 
is the Bible.”

To Hasel, integration does not combine two equal 
partners, but must be understood as the integration of 
reason into faith, which implies that faith has priority. 
Thus, science can never interpret Scripture; it must 
always be the other way around.

Hasel’s respondents found his position problematic, 
however. They claimed that it derives its motivations 
from the legitimately tentative and incomplete nature 
of science, but that it also assumes faith and doctrine 
derived from Scripture have an absolute, unchanging 
nature. Furthermore, they faulted Hasel’s line of 
reasoning for failing to acknowledge that science and 
theology are both human activities.

Identifying Issues

As the conference ended, many of the nonscientists 
expressed a desire to hear more about topics like 
radioactive dating and why arguments for long ages 
and evolutionary development seem so compelling.
The overall balance of the presentations and breakout 
discussions had been toward the theological/philo­
sophical side, and attendees realized they needed to 
hear more “hard evidence” from science.

In what was the most personal—but also the most 
speculative—paper of the conference, Brian Bull traced 
his own journey in faith and science. He offered a 
tentative “long ages” synthesis of his “two incommen­
surate worlds"—the world of science encountered 
during his work week, and, “by faith,” the world of 
Genesis he encountered on Sabbath.

Bull’s presentation indicates that he longs for a 
decisive experiment to settle the question of long 
versus short ages for earth history. However, he 
admitted that if the long chronology is really true, 
then “the world that lies at the center of my spiritual 
understanding drifts away from my outstretched 
fingers and I am left with a dark and featureless void.”

These words prompted one theologian to confess 
that he had “finally heard the angst of the scientists” 
who struggle with these issues.

Perplexing Conversation

As the week progressed, I became increasingly per­
plexed as to what the “family conversation” to which 
President Paulsen referred in his opening and closing 
comments could amount to.

On one hand, the interpretation of Scripture that 
several theologians presented appeared so tight that it 
seemed nothing external to the biblical text could



have any bearing upon the understanding of that text. 
The preeminence of Scripture seemed to preclude 
contact with God’s other book—the natural world.

On the other hand, many of the scientists admitted 
that the vocabulary of evolution, as well as creation, is 
useful in their descriptions of the natural world.

The scientists urged attendees to separate questions 
of origins from questions of change through time. On 
this point, there seemed to be a scant possibility that 
the textual evidence for Genesis 1:1 in reference to 
creation of the universe as a whole, separate from the 
creation of the earth in the succeeding verses, allows 
for this distinction. As one participant summarized 
matters, the rocks are old, but life is new.

This was a pebble-sized consolation in a field of 
boulder-sized problems! But perhaps it symbolizes 
the incremental progress we must accept while trying 
to keep the lines of communication open among the 
members of our church family.

Still, the question remains: What kind of conversa­
tion can we have? If our Scriptural understandings are 
exempt from the influences of contemporary science, 
and if science must rely on a worldview that lacks the 
dynamic vocabulary of change, there seems to be little 
hope for meaningful dialogue.

Both theology and science are human enterprises. 
The presuppositions we bring to the table do not belong 
to either. Can we, with impunity, elevate one over the 
other? It is one thing to claim Scripture as preeminent, 
but another to claim an interpretation of Scripture as 
preeminent. Science has no claim on ultimate reality. 
However, neither should its findings, however tentative, 
be discarded as irrelevant to understand that reality.

As the conference ended, I wrestled with the 
gnawing feeling that attendees had talked past each 
other, speaking, as it were, on different levels and in 
different directions. Perhaps this was inevitable. This 
conference was a first, bringing together fellow 
believers with widely differing viewpoints about creation.

Like an estranged family, attendees struggled to 
hear past the words and decipher their intended 
meaning. I wondered if we could ever find common 
ground beyond our mutual commitment to Jesus 
Christ as Lord, Creator, and Redeemer.

Fortunately, the conference ended on an upbeat 
note. Conferees left the door of dialogue wide open. 
Indeed, there is no other choice.

I look forward to the regional meetings next year.

Edwin A. Karlow is chair and professor of physics at La Sierra 
University. He has been a member of the Geoscience Research 
Institute board since 1991.
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A Work in Progress

By Richard J. Bottomley

Jan Paulsen 

speaking at the 

2002  international 

Faith and Science 

Conference in 

Ogden, Utah,

M ost Seventh-day Adventists are
aware of the apparent conflict between 
the findings of science and our traditional 

view  of origins. T o  m any  A dventists, it is a sim ple case of 
scientists, who, under Satan’s influence, deny the plain facts of the 
flood and young earth all around us. It is easy to form this impression from 
reading our church literature. But to those who have looked at this issue more 
deeply, it is apparent that there is a much greater problem that defies such a 
simple-minded characterization. So, although all Adventists are creationists, 
there is a variety of views about the method and timing of God’s creation.

To address this problem in a responsible way, the Church convened The 
International Faith and Science Conference in Ogden, Utah, late in August. 
Since this is a sensitive issue and the Church didn’t want to signal any move­
ment on this issue, the conference was limited to a small group, mostly 
church employees, and closed to most outside observers. Participants were 
counseled tc be careful in discussing the content of the conference after its 
conclusion. Readers can see the official press release on the General Conference 
Web site at <'www.adventist.org/news/data/2002/08/index.htm /en>. This 
conference is to be followed by further conferences next year, probably on a 
division level, as well as a final wrap-up meeting in 2004.

At this conference, points of view were presented, but there was limited 
formal and informal discussion of the issues. Since the flood was specifically left 
off the agenda, there was no attempt at synthesis. Metaphorically, the 
conference set the table, introduced the dinner guests to each other, and 
increased awareness of their special menu needs, but the meal, which remains 
to be served, promises to be long.

In retrospect, three distinct groups seemed to be represented at the 
conference, each with its own set of concerns and questions.
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The Administrators

How does one administer a church that may have a 
plurality of views on divisive issues such as abortion 
rights in America, polygamy in Africa, and the age of 
the earth? The Church has used a variety of approaches. 
It decides that some issues—like abortion—are best 
left to individual believers. Some issues, like polygamy, 
are division-level concerns, but most members would 
see issues such as creation and a worldwide flood as 
cornerstones of our basic identity as a denomination.

Must the Church speak with one voice on such an 
issue, or is it possible to have more than one model of 
creation within the church community? How would 
we do this? Should we purge? Punish? Accommodate? 
Compromise? Is politics or truth the best policy when 
seeking to administer a large worldwide church?
What happens when administrators please one group 
but infuriate another? Is the Church standing firm or 
firmly rejecting progressive truth? Can the Church 
survive if it abandons progressive truth?

Practical concerns such as these are the bane of 
effective administration.

The Theologians

This was the largest group at the conference because 
it included many of the scientists in attendance, who 
follow the lead of the officially sanctioned theologians. 
It is clear from recent publications of the Church that 
many of its theologians believe in the need for a literal 
reading of the first chapters of Genesis, not only 
because of the text itself, but also because Jesus and 
Paul appear to endorse or quote the Genesis accounts.

Many theologians believe that if Genesis is 
interpreted in a nonliteral way the truth of the Ten 
Commandments, the Bible, and the ministry of Christ 
himself are compromised and faith becomes impossible. 
Like a row of dominoes, if one loses faith in the literal 
historicity of Genesis, every spiritual guidepost will 
fall until nothing is left except unbelief. In this view, 
it becomes spiritual suicide to see Genesis as a parable. 
Add to this the importance of accepting the Great 
Controversy as literal in every respect and the case 
seems open and shut.

To understand why many scientists are included 
in this group, we must look at the interaction of the 
rational processes of science and the spiritual nature 
of belief. Some Christian scientists assert that they 
believe in a six-day creation and the flood and offer 
scientific evidence to support themselves. On the other

hand, other Christian scientists claim that there is no 
evidence for a young earth or a universal flood.

Why does such a gap exist if both groups include 
scientists? First, one has to ascertain whether the 
scientist in question speaks after considering all the 
pertinent evidence or whether he holds an a priori 
assumption that the official theologians are correct. 
This assumption then requires the “loyal” scientist 
to disregard the preponderance of evidence for no 
reason other than his unwavering faith in traditional 
beliefs. This type of scientist will then focus only 
on the anomalies of the data or prudently avoid the 
intellectual minefield of the larger picture.

On the other hand, another Adventist scientist may 
believe he must face the variant evidence squarely as 
an ongoing revelation of God’s working in nature and 
assume that, through this evidence, God is saying 
something significant about how he created.

The Scientists

For clarity, the scientists I have included in this group 
accept the legitimacy of applying the methods of 
science to the study of origins. Members of this group 
do not let their faith statement override the scientific 
method in these matters. Several theologians at the 
Ogden conference could also be considered members 
of this group because they understand scientific 
evidence in the same way as the scientists.

Scientists seem to be causing all the problems. If 
they quietly went away, the questions of the other two 
groups would evaporate. However, unless you are a 
scientist—or are friends of one—it is difficult to see 
the depth of the problem scientists face. They clearly 
see the working of God through the laws of nature 
and understand that the same laws apply to the study 
of earth’s history. Why should the methods of science 
have worked well going back to 2000 b.c., and then 
suddenly have gone haywire?

Scientists clearly see data indicating that God 
created over a long period of time and that the death 
of living organisms preceded the Edenic event, some 
6,000 years ago. Most of these scientists have learned 
to integrate such discoveries with their own belief in
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Richard Davidson asking questions at the 2002  International Faith 

Science Conference in Ogden, Utah.

God and their Adventist heritage. But this causes 
friction with other believers who take the traditional 
position. Should scientists be allowed to discuss these 
issues openly? Should they be allowed to teach in 
Adventist schools? Should they even be allowed to 
remain as church members?

It is difficult to understand the angst and pain of 
these scientists, who live and worship in “two incom­
mensurate worlds,” as one speaker aptly stated matters. 
They in no way want to cause problems for their 
church, but they know they must follow the call to 
truth that God has placed in their hearts.

Continuing the Conference Process

The fears of each group keep them from having a 
fruitful dialogue with each other. Members of each 
must answer serious questions among themselves if 
they hope to be taken seriously in discussion. The issue 
at hand will not be resolved logically or scientifically 
until these underlying fears are addressed openly.

What basic questions must be addressed for the 
Church to move forward and resolve this dilemma? In 
general, each group must engage in serious introspec­
tion, including consideration of the possibility that the 
group itself may be wrong on some issues. In addi­
tion, each has its own set of issues.

Administration. Can we administer a church with a two- 
model system? Has it been done successfully elsewhere? 
Would the overseas divisions accept this approach if it 
became the norm in North America? In setting policy

and

on difficult issues, should we listen only 
to theologians and scientists who give 
us answers with which we are already 
comfortable?

Theologians. Can we accept in good faith 
that two people can read the same 
passage of Scripture and come away 
with different understandings? Are we 
reading the Genesis text using only the 
exegesis of Ellen White? Why don’t 
other denominations give up Christ and 
Christianity even though they view 
Genesis as a parable? What about hints 

in Genesis that the animals didn’t have eternal life in the 
first place? What is the relationship between sin and 
physical (not spiritual) death?

Scientists. Because it is the scientists who are asking for 
change, their questions are the most difficult. Can we 
restate the essentials of our Adventist heritage knowing 
that the death of plants and animals preceded human 
sin? Can we retain the essentials of the Great Contro­
versy model—with its idea of a remnant church—yet 
integrate it with a more realistic understanding of 
origins? What have other Adventists and Christians 
thought about these issues? Is there any reasonable 
doubt about the validity of the scientific evidence 
speaking to the creation and flood traditions?

Sustaining the Conversation

It is unlikely that the Church can resolve these questions 
about origins in any definitive way on any reasonable 
timescale. Given the difficulty of the issue for most 
church members, scientists would probably favor having 
the Church adopt a two-model approach to Genesis. The 
first would be a traditional interpretation that assumes 
the literality of the Genesis account. There would be no 
need to buttress this account with pseudoscience because 
the people who held this model would understand it is 
justified by the Genesis text alone.

The second model would be an honest attempt to 
integrate the Genesis account with good science, while 
still upholding the important spiritual truths of the 
Genesis account. Although each group would hold
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The call of God’s Spirit

different models, the same funda­
mental theology of Genesis 1-2 
would unite them. This theology 
would include beliefs in one God, 
the goodness of his creation, and the 
Sabbath as a memorial of creation.
Each model would affirm belief in 
the Creator, but each would agree to 
disagree on the Creator’s methods.

Because this is such a complex 
issue, a sustained process of honest 
communication is needed on this 
topic. Could the General Conference 
set up an effective study group made 
up of scientists and theologians who 
are flexible enough to work through 
these questions together? Could we 
charge this group with coming up 
with a new, realistic statement of 
Adventist fundamentals consistent with the findings of 
science to see if it can be done? The work of this group 
could then be considered by a larger body, possibly 
another Ogden-type meeting. Can we restore the idea 
of progressive truth, which was such a powerful part of 
our early heritage but has seldom been seen on the 
Adventist landscape in recent years?

Could the Adventist Church recognize that the 
Christian life is one of growth in understanding of God 
and his ways, not just growth in spiritual piety alone? 
Can the Church feed people at the appropriate level? 
Children often eat simpler food than adults. Is that not 
also true in religious life? Could we recognize that 
there are already many Adventists in good standing 
who would appreciate good counsel, writings, and 
discussion on these issues at a much deeper level than 
is now available? The Church needs to appeal to the 
best and brightest of Adventist minds. It must cherish 
and honor them as full brothers and sisters in faith.

Several Points to Remember

As it was in the times of Copernicus and Galileo, 
the Church through the ages has often believed that 
accepting the results of science will weaken or destroy 
faith. Yet history shows repeatedly that the Christian 
Church has always survived with its vital message

intact. The call of God’s Spirit on 
the soul of man is independent of 
discoveries about God’s creative 
acts in nature. It is entirely possible 
that the new insights God grants 
us through the study of nature 
will help us gain new insights into 
problems such as why Christ’s 
Second Coming has been delayed.

A study of American scientists 
in 1916 showed that about 40 
percent were believers. It was 
predicted that as time went on this 
proportion would decrease and that 
faith would gradually die out 
among scientists as education and 
knowledge increased. Yet a repeat 
of this survey published in Nature 
in 1997 showed that the proportion 

had actually remained the same. Faith was not destroyed 
by the findings of modern science during the twentieth 
century despite the worst fears of church members.

However, what can destroy faith is a church that 
does not answer in an intelligent manner a person’s 
sincere questions.

This observation tells us something we already 
know deep in our hearts: God’s great church is real to 
every age, and it reinvents its outward form to enable it 
to witness effectively the truth of the gospel to each 
succeeding generation.

I believe the meeting at Ogden is an outward sign 
of the vitality of this process at work in the heart of 
the great Advent movement. May the dialogue continue.

Richard J. Bottomley holds a Ph.D. in physics and an M.B.A. 
from the University of Toronto. He is professor of physics and 
business at Canadian University College.

on the soul of man

is independent of

discoveries about God’s

creative acts in nature.

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


American History 
and Adventism



a  New Era of
Ellen G. White Studies?

By Douglas Morgan

T he First International Conference on 
Ellen G. W hite and SDA History may 
w ell serve to  mark a n  era in  the o n g o in g  

h is to ry  o f  th e  ro le  o f  E llen  G. W h ite  and  h e r w ritin g s . 
However, it will require the clarity of hindsight or someone 
with greater insight on current developments than this observer 
has to characterize that era concisely and to summarize clearly just how 
the conference reflected it.

If one were to ask, Was the conference . . . (a) based on conservative 
assumptions about Ellen G. White’s role and authority; (b) conducted in 
an irenic and open spirit; (c) oriented more toward building faith than 
debating divisive historical and theological issues; (d) devoted more to the 
practical and pastoral concerns involved in the participants’ professional 
responsibilities than to theoretical questions; or, (e) marked by advances 
in scholarship; the answer would have to be . . . all of the above

The event, funded by the General Conference on the recommendation 
of the White Estate and organized in conjunction with Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological Seminary faculty, brought representatives from 
around the world to the Historic Adventist Village in Battle Creek, Michigan, 
May 15-19, 2002. It was not a typical scholarly conference, though a number 
of scholars did attend and present papers. It did not focus on a particular 
theme or issue, though some topics stood out for frequent recurrence. It 
was not mainly organized to defend the authority of Ellen G. White from 
some great challenge, though considerable attention was given to concerns 
about authority and countering misinformation from antagonists.

Nor was it precisely a conference for an identifiable profession, but that 
may be the most nearly accurate description because it was intended mainly 
for those who hold church positions specifically concerned with passing 
on the heritage of Ellen G. White: college teachers of Adventist history 
and “prophetic guidance,” personnel from the several branch research 
centers of the White Estate, and “spirit of prophecy” coordinators from 
various world divisions.
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Denis Fortin, associate dean of the Seminary, who 
coordinated the conference along with fellow seminary 
professor Jerry Moon, and James Nix, director of the 
White Estate, described four objectives for the gathering: 
(a) to “strengthen faith in Ellen White’s spiritual gift 
and understanding of her role” in the church; (b) to 
“facilitate networking” among the participants; (c) to 
“create a forum for discussion of difficult issues;” and 
(d) to discuss how to “present Ellen White to young 
people” most effectively.

Of the 65 participants, 40 percent came from 
outside North America. The General Conference 
funded the participation of one college educator and 
one additional representative appointed from each 
world division. For North America, expenses were also 
paid for one teacher from each college and university.

Health and Medical Statement Accuracy

The number of women participants—I counted six— 
seemed sparse, especially for a conference focused on a 
female prophet.

The speakers and themes that marked the plenary 
session pointed toward a conservative general framework 
for the conference. The setting itself, a replica of the 
meetinghouse constructed by the Adventist pioneers 
in 1857, evoked an aura of sacred history, augmented 
by inspirational stories and testimonials.

In his plenary address on May 16, Alberto Timm 
issued a trenchant, programmatic call for defending 
the authority of Ellen G. White against current threats. 
Director of the Brazilian Ellen G. White Research 
Center, Timm characterized the current era of chal­
lenges to Ellen G. White’s role as a “globalization of

criticism” in which attacks from the past led by Dudley 
M. Canright and later from Adventist academic circles 
in the 1970s and 1980s have been repackaged and made 
easily accessible throughout the world on antagonistic 
Web sites. Additionally, dissidents in the independent 
ministries on the right have in some instances jumped 
ahead of the Church in spreading unauthorized 
translations and publications in various regions.

All of this comes at a time when the Church is 
rapidly adding millions of new members, often with 
minimal indoctrination, who are particularly susceptible 
to distorted information on Ellen G. White. Timm 
urged that the Church meet this challenge head on, 
calling for effective evaluation of “the overall profile 
and commitment to Ellen G. White’s writings of the 
professors of the theological seminaries and schools of

pastoral training.” In 
addition, he recom­
mended adoption 
of “more effective 
strategies for building 
the faith of thousands 
of new converts who 
are added daily,” such 
as subsidizing low- 
cost translations to 
impoverished, devel­
oping countries and 
better utilization of 
technology.

Other plenary 
session speakers included Herbert E. Douglass, author 
of the recently published Messenger o f the Lord, and 
Don Schneider, president of the North American 
Division. Douglass, whose book has been acclaimed for 
its comprehensiveness and high standard of scholar­
ship, passionately contended for Ellen G. White as a 
normative theologian. The “great controversy theme,” 
Douglass argued, integrates Mrs. White’s writings 
into the most credible and satisfying system of 
Christian theology ever produced, in which “the 
doctrinal divisions that have troubled the Church for 
forty years dissolve like Jell-O on a hot July day.” 

During the Sabbath morning worship hour, 
Schneider exhorted Adventist educators that their 
highest priority should be their students’ relationship

Ellen G. White Sylvester Graham William Alcot James C. Jackson John Harvey Kellogg
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with Jesus. “The Seventh-day Adventist Church has not 
a dime to spend on a teacher who isn’t leading students 
to Jesus,” declared the North American Division 
president. It was a fitting capstone to a conference in 
which participants devoted a major portion of their 
energies to seeking ways to build faith in the ministry 
of Ellen G. White and the Adventist Church as means 
to spiritual health and salvation.

If the conference took traditional affirmations 
concerning Ellen G. White’s role and authority as 
essentially fixed foundations and placed emphasis on 
strategies for building commitment to those affirmations, 
it also welcomed diverse viewpoints and advances in 
understanding based on fair-minded critical scholarship. 
Alden Thompson of Walla Walla College, not generally 
perceived as a bulwark of conservatism, took a promi­
nent role. In addition to giving the Friday morning 
devotional talk, “My Pilgrimage with Ellen G. White,” 
Thompson utilized his models of inspiration in a 
presentation on “Taking the Fear Out of Ellen White 
Studies,” given in one of the four “breakout” sections 
from which participants could choose in morning and 
afternoon sessions.

Two of the more noteworthy examples of research 
findings came during those breakout sessions. Australian 
physician Don McMahon reported on his in-depth 
analysis of the assertions of nineteenth-century health 
reformers, including Ellen G. White, measured in terms 
of their congruity with current consensus on medical 
knowledge. No one seemed unduly perturbed by 
McMahon’s conclusion that only 66 percent of Ellen 
G. White’s health and medical statements in her book 
M inistry o f Healing would be deemed accurate by 
modern standards (considerable slippage from the 100 
percent PAQ—’’prophetic accuracy quotient”—touted 
some 25 years ago by Rene Noorbergen in Prophet o f 
Destinj). The relative serenity can probably be attrib­
uted in large measure to the fact that other and more 
famous health reformers of the era fared far worse— 
Sylvester Graham (29 percent), William Alcott (27 
percent), James C. Jackson (34 percent), and John 
Harvey Kellogg (37 percent).

Craig Newborn of the Oakwood College branch 
office of the White Estate addressed the racial identity 
of Ellen G. White’s ancestors—a topic that has 
generated considerable discussion in the past few

years. Newborn presented a fascinating close-up look 
at almost a century of investigation and interchange 
on this issue, and then concluded with late-breaking 
news. Only a week prior to the conference, the White 
Estate had received a report it had commissioned from 
an impressively credentialed genealogist that appears 
to establish decisively that there is no connection 
between the Gould family of Ellen’s maternal ancestry 
and the Goulds of mixed racial heritage who settled 
in Gouldtown, New Jersey.

On the whole, though, concerns about how best to 
communicate and nurture faith in received conceptions 
of Ellen G. White’s prophetic ministry overshadowed 
efforts to push the boundaries of historical under­
standing of her career and conceptualization of the 
role and function of her prophetic gift.

In a nutshell, this conference gave greater emphasis, 
for example, to exploration of methods for using the 
Internet more effectively than to the substance of 
what should be posted on the Internet. Even here, 
time was only sufficient to begin the conversation. 
Most participants, I think it safe to say, would welcome 
further opportunity for the kind of fruitful interchange 
on a broad agenda that was initiated at the Battle 
Creek Conference of 2002.

Douglas Morgan chairs the History and Political Science 
Department at Columbia Union College.
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Among the religious groups that 
emerged in the early Republic, 
Seventh-day Adventism was the only 

one to assign the United States a negative prophetic 
role. A dventists argued tha t the governm ent of the 
United States was to be the final enemy of God’s people and 
that, in alliance with the Papacy, it would impose a national 
Sunday law and persecute those like themselves who worshiped 

on Saturday Theories as to how and why this doctrine came to be 
adopted will differ. But there is some evidence to suggest that it was not 

the innovation it appeared, but the culmination of a dissenting tradition 
in America that went all the way back to the Antifederalists and their 
original objections to the existence of the Republic.1

The biblical locus of Adventist beliefs about America is the thirteenth 
chapter of Revelation, which describes a beast that rises from the earth 
with two horns “like a lamb” and speaks “as a dragon.” It is distinguished 
by the fact that it imitates or “makes an image” to the first beast that 
appears in Revelation 13, a beast that comes out of the sea. A full 
explanation of these creatures was first given by J. N. Andrews in 
1851. The beast from the sea was the Papacy, but the two-horned 
beast was America—its respective horns denoting “the civil and 
religious power of this nation—its Republican civil power, and its 
Protestant ecclesiastical power.” Its rise from the earth signified the 
rapid expansion of the United States in the nineteenth century, and 
the “lamb-like character” of its republican horn was typified by the 
proclamation in the Declaration of Independence that “All men are 
born free and equal, and endowed with certain inalienable rights, such 
as life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”2

Although this beast was in appearance “the mildest power that 
ever arose,” Andrews argued that its capacity to speak “as a dragon” 
and govern tyrannically was revealed by the existence of slavery and by 
the expulsion of Millerites from their churches that had taken place in 
the 1840s.3 The mark of the beast was the observance of Sunday as a 
Sabbath, and its number, 666, was perhaps the “six hundred three 
score and six” Protestant sects (a view that had been in circulation 

among Saturday-worshiping Adventists since the mid-1840s).4 
Andrews’s interpretation quickly gained ground, and in an

From Antifederalism to 
Seventh-day Adventism

.
By Keith Lockhart



article published in 1854 J. N. Loughborough supplied 
some of the evidence needed to sustain it. Statistics 
were supplied to show that the United States really 
was “coming up” and becoming a major power in the 
world, and a long and passionate denunciation of 
slavery s incompatibility with the Declaration of 
Independence emphasized the discrepancy between the 
beast’s lamb-like appearance and dragon-like voice. As 
for the number of the beast, Loughborough argued 
that it applied to the “Anti-christian church,” which 
was united until broken up by Luther and Calvin, and 
then divided and subdivided “until, according to the 
Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, they now 
number about six hundred three score and six.”5

Loughborough acknowledged that some would 
“doubtless start at the idea” that the United States 
had the number of the beast and would persecute the 
saints. William Miller had held the common Protestant 
view that the two-horned beast was another manifes­
tation of papal power, and other former Millerites, if 
they still looked to contemporary political developments 
for signs of the fulfillment of prophecy, focused on the 
great powers of Europe.6 However, the Seventh-day 
Adventist theory did not emerge fully formed. The 
monster was initially identified as a quasi-Catholic 
beast with papal and Protestant horns whose number 
was its 666 sects.' Analysis of the articles that preceded 
Andrews indicates that its papal horn was then changed 
into a republican one before he re-identified it as the 
United States of America.8 This interpretation endured, 
and even survived the eventual abandonment of the 
theory that the number of the beast was the number 
of recognized sects.9

With its Protestant and republican horns and 
dragon voice, it was immediately apparent that the 
two-horned beast conveyed some sort of dark warning 
about the union of church and state in America. It may 
have been expressed more epigramatically than was 
usual, but it was a fear that had been voiced by other 
dissenting groups ever since calls for closer cooperation 
between church and state were suggested when the 
Constitution was unveiled after the Philadelphia 
convention of 1787. The arch-Federalist John Jay saw 
in the new plan the opportunity, among other things, 
to unite “a people . . . professing the same religion.”10 
Quoting Queen Anne, he made clear that the purpose 
of the union then being formed was, like that of the 
union between England and Scotland in 1707, to 
secure the people’s “religion, liberty and property.”11

After the Constitution was ratified and the Federalists 
formed the Republic’s first government in 1789,

partnership between religion and politics was further 
encouraged. President George Washington proclaimed 
national religious thanksgiving days in 1789 and 1795, 
and his successor, John Adams, introduced humiliation 
and fast days in 1798 and 1799.12 The first Congress 
reenacted in 1789 the Northwest Ordinance, a preex­
isting statute for incorporating new states. Clause 
three stated: “religion, morality and knowledge, being 
necessary to good government and the happiness of 
mankind . . . shall forever be encouraged.”13 Washington 
in his farewell address of 1796 declared that “Of all the 
dispositions and habits that lead to political prosperity, 
religion and morality are indispensable supports.”14 The 
effect of the decade of Federalist government was, as 
many authors have noted, to embed the notion of civil 
religion deeply within the culture of the early Republic.15

The Antifederalists were the first group to react 
against this national consensus. They argued that the 
greatest enemies to the liberties of the people were 
“those who have covered their ambitious designs under 
the garb of a fiery zeal for religious orthodoxy” and 
worried that the Federalist habit of mixing religion and 
politics made it quite likely that the tyranny that had 
“happened in other countries and in other ages may . . . 
happen in our own country.”16 Their preferred way of 
forestalling such a catastrophe was the rejection of the 
new centralizing Constitution altogether. But failing 
that they campaigned for a Bill of Rights in order to 
establish that “no authority can or ought to be vested in, 
or assumed by any power whatever, that shall in any 
case interfere with, or in any manner controul, the right 
of conscience in the free exercise of religious worship.”17

Although the Antifederalists lost the overall 
constitutional debate and were in a minority in the 
inaugural Congress of 1789, they secured nationwide 
commitment to a Bill of Rights. Their suspicion of 
state-sponsored religion also reemerged as one of the 
elements in the opposition politics of James Madison and 
Thomas Jefferson. Madison took charge of the drafting 
of the amendments that comprised the Bill of Rights. 
These were ratified in 1791 and perhaps ought to be 
seen not so much as the last act of the constitutional 
settlement as the first statement of principles of 
Jefferson’s emerging Republican party. The first clauses 
of the First Amendment—“Congress shall make no law 
respecting the establishment of religion, or prohibiting 
the free exercise thereof ”—directly contradicted the
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sentiments of clause three of the Northwest Ordi­
nance. Jefferson himself allowed his own anticlerical 
views to be articulated by the Republican mouthpiece, 
the Philadelphia National Gazette,; edited by Madison’s 
friend, the poet Philip Freneau. In one editiorial, the 
paper satirized the nation’s clergy for their support 
for “one common religion.”18

The Republican critique of the Federalists, however, 
also took on an apocalyptic tone. For it was during the 
adminstrations of Washington and Adams that the 
first connections between the infant republic and the 
two-horned beast were made. These began with Isaac 
Backus, who opposed the influence of Federalist 
clergy in his native New England, where the church 
was still established. In 1791, in commenting on the 
second beast in Revelation 13, he said it “hath carried 
blood and slavery around the world . . .  as far as the 
first beast ever did. . . . Yet the spiritual tyranny,, which 
came from Rome and England, is continued in several 
of the United States of America.”19 In 1793, in the 
Testimony o f the Two Witnesses, he expanded the 
thought: “The two horns are the officers of church 
and state, uniting their influence in schemes of power 
and gain, under the name of religion and government.”20 
Backus’s interpretation was then applied nationally by 
another anti-Federalist campaigner, John Bacon. In his 
Conjectures on the Prophecies written in 1799, he defined 
the beast’s dragon voice as the Protestant intolerance 
he believed was taking hold in America: “With the 
‘Horns of a Lamb’, do not some of them who call 
themselves Protestants,; already begin to ‘speak as the 
Dragon?’—to court his favor?— . . .  to advocate with 
vehemence the cause of civil despotism, and to thunder 
out anathemas against all who oppose.”21

Both Backus and Bacon had been Antifederalists who 
opposed the federal Constitution (although Backus 
eventually voted for it) and both were Jeffersonians 
who opposed Federalist rule throughout the 1790s. 
Backus was a prominent Baptist minister whose Appeal 
to the Publiĉ  fo r Religious Liberty set out the need for the 
separation of church and state as early as 1773. Bacon 
was by turns a Presbyterian and Congregationalist 
minister, a judge and politician. He was described by

one opponent “as bitter an enemy, at heart, to the 
federal government and its measures, as any man in 
existence.”22 He vehemently opposed the draconian 
Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, and may well have 
had these in mind when, in the following year, he 
claimed to hear Protestants in the land speaking 
“as the Dragon.”23

Prophetic interpretation might have developed 
further along these lines if Jefferson had not assumed 
power in 1800. But when the Virginian became president 
he carried out changes in the governance of the country 
that, for the time being, removed the reasons for any 
further association of the two-horned beast with 
America. He put the clergy in their place, built further 
upon the Antifederalist legacy by erecting his famous 
“wall of separation” between church and state, and 
dispensed with the religious practices of his predeces­
sors.24 Elias Smith, one of the founders of the Christian 
Connection, proclaimed in 1805 that “As the government 
of this country is loved, so kingand priest religion, under 
the name of Federalism dies away.”25 As a consequence 
of this general feeling, Bacon in 1803 transferred the 
two-horned beast from America to France.26

Although Jefferson came close to banishing the fear 
of church-state despotism in America altogether, that 
hope foundered on several developments that occurred 
after he left office. The first of these was the creation 
of a plethora of voluntary Sabbatarian associations 
that were set up by Federalist clergymen such as Lyman 
Beecher. They included the American Bible Society 
(1816), the American Sunday School Union (1824), the 
American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(1810), the General Union for Promoting the Observance 
of the Christian Sabbath (1828), the American Home 
Missionary Society (1826), the American Tract Society 
(1814), and the American Temperance Society (1826). 
Whatever the primary objective of these associations, 
they all shared the aim of reversing the supposed 
desecration of Sunday in the early Republic, as their 
campaigning literature showed.

For instance, the American Bible Society came into 
being after an anonymous correspondent in The Panop list 
and Missionary Magazine argued that the “neglect



of the Sabbath,” among other vices, necessitated the 
formation of a nationwide Bible association.27 The 
American Sunday School Union was organized “to 
strengthen the hands of the friends of pious instruction 
on the Lord’s day.”28 The American Board of Commis­
sioners for Foreign Missions, whose self-styled task 
was the “mission to the heathen,” announced itself to 
the public by conjuring up a nightmarish future for 
“this favored land” should the Sabbath “become extinct.”29 

The General Union for the Promotion of the Chris­
tian Sabbath was even starker in its inaugural address to 
American citizens. “The liberties of your country, the 
welfare of the world, are at stake,” it declared. “If this 
nation fails in her vast experiment, the world’s last hope 
expires—and without the moral energies of the Sabbath 
it will fail.”30 The Sabbatarian motif of the American 
Home Missionary Society was soon evident from the 
emphasis it placed on the network of “Sabbath Schools” 
it started running from its second year of operation.31 
The American Tract Society specialized in publishing 
titles such as Remember the Sabbath Day to Keep it Holy, 
and the American Temperance Society’s publicizing 
of an 1825 study that showed that abstinence made men 
“more attentive at public worship on the Sabbath” 
indicated its Sabbatarian bias from the beginning.32

With the Federalist party approaching final disin­
tegration, these institutions were also planned to act 
as a focus of opposition to the Republicans who Beecher 
and others held primarily responsible for the abuse 
of the Lord’s Day. As the Unitarian William Ellery 
Channing said at the time, this “artful multiplication 
of societies, devoted apparently to different objects,” 
are “all swayed by the same leaders,” and are “all intended 
to bear against a hated party.”33 Channing, though, 
thought they represented a new kind of “despotism” 
and in language reminiscent of the Antifederalists he 
said: “the associations for promoting the observance 
of the Sabbath, propose several objects,” which “are 
not susceptible of precise definition or regulation, and 
which, therefore, ought to be left, where Christianity 
has left them, to the consciences of individuals.”34 

The second event that took place after Jefferson’s 
retirement was the long campaign to halt the Sunday 
mail. This was sparked by the passage of the Act 
Regulating the Post Office Establishment in 1810. The 
key ninth section required postmasters on every day 
of the week, including Sundays, to deliver “any letter, 
paper or packet, to the person entitled to or authorized 
to receive the same.”35 The law was designed so that 
communications in the rapidly expanding country 
could pass without hindrance. But on January 4, 1811,

the Presbyterian Synod of Pittsburg, fearing for the 
spiritual future of the nation, presented a memorial to 
Congress, “praying” that post offices be kept shut on 
Sundays.36’ There then followed an unprecedented 
petitioning effort that resulted in 150 such memorials 
being deposited at Congress by 1814, and 300 by 1817.37

Masterminded again by the ubiquitous Beecher, the 
postal campaign drew support from a wide cross section 
of people that included the Boston lawyer Jeremiah 
Evarts and, from the business community, the brothers 
Lewis and Arthur Tappan. At heart, the crusade was an 
attempt to override the First Amendment clauses that 
kept the church out of the state. These Antifederalist 
addendums to the Constitution had never really been 
accepted by the Federalists, as one of their ministers, 
Thomas Robbins, admitted at the height of the postal 
dispute. “The great evil of our country,” he said “has 
been, that we have attempted to strike out a new path to 
national prosperity . . . without any national religion,” 
and as far as he was concerned that was the cause of all 
the nation’s ills. “When a people are generally remiss 
with regard to the duties of religion” and “when the holy 
sabbath is disregarded . . .  God is forsaken, and those who 
forsake him are ripe for his judgements.”38 The central 
government, still under the sway of Jeffersonianism, was 
immune to the argument, however. Different Postmasters 
General rebuffed the Sunday lobbyists in 1811, 1815, and 
1817, as did House and Senate Committees on Post 
Offices and Post Roads in 1812 and 1815.39 Indeed, when 
the postal regulations were overhauled in 1825, the 
offending clause was reinstituted in full, provoking 467 
further petitions to Congress by 1829.40

The Sunday mail campaign aroused a more wide­
spread fear of religious tyranny than perhaps at any 
time since the Constitution was first made public.
A countermemorial sent to Congress accused the 
Sabbatarians of trying “to enslave the consciences 
of the free citizens of this great republic.”41 In 1828, 
a judge declared that the mail petitioners planned an 
“ecclesiasticalhierarchy” as “oppressive and dangerous” 
as the Papacy, and in 1830 an engraver likened the 
Sabbatarians to the reactionary “Holy Alliance” that 
controlled much of Europe.42 The Jacksonians, fresh 
from their electoral triumph in 1828, were equally 
alarmed. Two reports by Richard Johnson, who was 
successively Democratic chairman of the Senate Com­
mittee on Post Office and Post Roads and chairman of
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the House Committee on Post Office and Post Roads, 
demonstrated that they were just as fearful of the mail 
petitioners as their Jeffersonian forebears had been.

The first report, issued in 1829, which was to resonate 
later with the Seventh-day Adventists, claimed that the 
object of government was “not to determine for any 
whether they shall esteem one day above another.”43 The 
second, published in 1830, effectively brought the argument 
back to where it began:

Congress acts under a Constitution of delegated 
and limited powers. The committee look in vain to 
that instrument for a delegation of power authorising 
this body to inquire and determine what part of 
time, or whether any, has been set apart by the 
Almighty for religious exercises. On the contrary, 
among the few prohibitions which it contains is 
the one . . . that declares that Congress shall pass 
no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.44

The Johnson reports were hailed by some as “a 
supplement to our Bill of Rights.”45 Certainly they were 
the clearest statement of the separation of church and 
state since the case made out by the Antifederalists.

There the issue might have rested were it not for 
a third development—the advent of the Whigs as a 
party of government. In contrast to the Jacksonians, 
the Whigs believed in a theocracy. Their creed was 
best summed by an anonymous article that appeared in 
the American Review. The state “must recognize those 
great truths of Christianity,” the author said. “It must 
recognize the Almighty God who holds in his hands 
the destinies of nations,” and “acknowledge an eternal, 
immutable, and religious morality.” The state must 
also “recognize that doctrine of penal sanctions and 
of a true retributive justice, both in divine and human 
law, without which government has no real foundation,” 
and it must have “its supernatural revelation . . .  by 
means of an acknowledged written standard.” Lastly,

“it must have its holy time, set apart, not simply for rest 
or worship, but for the religious and moral instruction 
of the people.” It was these things, the author contended 
that “constitute a nation’s true life,” and not the “paper 
constitutions” of the kind, the reader was left in no 
doubt, that had been embodied in the First Amendment 
religion clauses.46

With this philosophy of government, the Whigs 
won power in 1840. To no one’s surprise the Whig 
Postmaster General, Charles Wickliffe, promptly 
halted Sunday service on numerous postal routes, 
which caused new Sabbatarian associations like the 
American and Foreign Sabbath Union to rejoice.47 
In addition, Wickliffe started the United States City 
Despatch Post, which began initially in New York. The 
regulations, in keeping with the new administration’s 
reverence for the Christian Sabbath, ensured the 
network’s offices were open “every day except Sundays.”48 
The Whigs governed in this vein until they lost the 
presidential election of 1844. However, they returned 
to the White House in 1848 after running once more 
as the “Christian party.”49

It was during this second Whig term that Andrews 
wrote his article on the two-horned beast. With his 
declaration that the two horns “denote the civil and 
religious power of this nation—its Republican civil 
power, and its Protestant ecclesiastical power,” he was 
essentially offering an opposition view of a “church 
and state” government, precisely as Backus and Bacon 
had done in the 1790s. Andrews’s uncle, Charles 
Andrews, whom he had once planned to follow into 
politics, had entered the House of Representatives as a 
Democrat two months before he wrote the piece, so 
the article may have reflected the family line on the 
Whig administration.50 Andrews’s claim that the mark 
of the beast was Sunday observance seemed particu­
larly aimed at the Whigs who had asserted the state’s 
need for “holy time” and had acted to curtail the 
Sunday mail. The same could even be said about the 
number of the beast—the 666 corrupt Protestant



groups that presumably made up (or were about to 
make up) the Whig religious coalition—although in 
fact many denominations supported the Democrats.51

Andrews’s overall purpose, however, was to dramatize 
the dangers of the union of church and state in Whig 
America. He considered the two-horned beast to be 
actually “a church clothed with civil power and authority” 
that would, like the Papacy’s elimination of dissenters, 
inevitably “put the saints of God to death.”52 A lot of this 
had to do with the Adventists’ own fear of persecution 
and their attempt to substitute the Saturday Sabbath 
for its Sunday counterpart. However, in identifying the 
two-horned beast with America at a time when it had 
a Whig executive, Andrews was following the exact 
example of church-state separatists in the Federalist 
period. This was the only previous time, significantly, 
when the United States had a theocratic government, 
and the only other time when the two-horned beast 
was applied to the Republic.

John Loughborough’s article, published three years 
later, was equally wedded to the principles of the First 
Amendment. However, Loughborough singled out the 
campaign to end the Sunday mail as the chief example 
of the tyranny that lay just below America’s surface. 
He thought the massive petitionary campaign organized 
by Beecher and his friends demonstrated the ease with 
which the United States could be coerced into a union 
of church and state: “If a memorial should be sent into 
congress with 1,000,000 names signed to it, declaring 
their rights were infringed upon, and praying them to 
pass a solemn enactment that the first day should not 
be profaned by labor, how soon the result would be a 
law upon the point.”53 Loughborough also sided with 
the Jacksonians by quoting approvingly from Richard 
Johnson’s congressional reports.54 It is possible that 
Loughborough concentrated on this issue because he 
was writing at a time when the Democrats were back in 
the White House and, unlike Andrews, did not actually 
have a church and state administration to rail against. 
But he considered his approach equally valid. That 
America matched the description of the two-horned 
beast, he said, would not surprise the “observer of the 
movements of the United States for a few years past.”55

Loughborough was probably not only referring to 
the mail campaign. He may also have been thinking 
about the development of the voluntary associations, 
even though they often pursued activities Adventists 
themselves promoted. The American Temperance 
Society’s prohibitionist crusade, for example, was 
totally in keeping with Adventist principles, as was, 
in these early days, the Board of Commissioners’

campaign for Native American rights.56 But Adventists 
shunned both organizations because of their overt 
Sabbatarianism. Adventist support for abolitionism 
was similarly tempered by the fact that parts of the 
antislavery movement were linked to the Sunday mail 
campaign. The American Anti-Slavery Society, for 
example, was founded in 1833 by Lewis and Arthur 
Tappan, who were veterans of Beecher’s petitioning 
operation and ex-officers of the General Union for 
the Promotion of the Christian Sabbath.57

One of the pieces of evidence another Adventist 
pioneer, Merritt Cornell, adduced to show that Protes­
tantism and republicanism were together making an 
image to the beast in the United States was that they 
“are united in measures and action in their anti-slavery, 
temperance and Sunday-keeping reform movements.”58 
Adventists took their cue here from William Ellery 
Channing, who believed that “all associations aiming 
or tending to establish sway by numbers, ought to be 
opposed. They create tyrants as effectively as standing 
armies . . . whether the opinions which they intend to 
put down be true or false.”59 But it was the mail 
campaign on which Adventists remained fixed, in the 
belief it would be “the principal agent” that would 
bring about America’s final descent into tyranny.60

In their suspicion of theocratic governments and 
their antipathy to the Sabbatarian associations and 
Sunday mail campaigners, the Adventists revealed 
themselves to be fairly orthodox defenders of the 
separation of church and state. But their similarity to 
the original Antifederalists in this respect was perhaps 
even better illustrated by their claim that slavery was 
the real manifestation of the beast’s dragon voice. The 
argument they put forward was that slavery contravened 
the principles of the Declaration of Independence. It 
was this that exposed the hypocrisy of “the boasted 
land of liberty.”61

This theory, too, began with the Antifederalists and 
their opposition to the Constitution. On their analysis, 
the document of 1787 contained at least four clauses that 
gave immoral support to slavery.62 These were dealt with 
in the key Antifederalist text, the “Genuine Information” 
by the Maryland lawyer, Luther Martin, who concluded 
that America had taken an historic wrong turn. The 
Constitution should have provided for “the gradual 
abolition o f slavery.” Instead it propped up an institution 
that was “ inconsistent with the genius o{ republicantsml’ and
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that “habituates us to tyranny and oppression”̂  Martin 
believed the new Constitution ended the common rights 
philosophy that had motivated American legislators in 
the revolutionary period. The Continental Congress had 
produced the Declaration of Independence. By contrast, 
the delegates at Philadelphia had, as another outraged 
Antifederalist put it, reduced “the impious principle of 
slavery to a constitutional system.”64

The Antifederalist view that the Constitution was 
a proslavery document that breached the ethos of the 
Declaration of Independence was later picked up by the 
abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. First signs of this 
came with the birth of the American Anti-Slavery 
Society in 1833. Though largely the child of the Tappan 
brothers, Garrison authored the association’s address to 
the public where he pointed out that “Congress, under the 
present national compact, has no right to interfere with any 
of the slave states.”65 Soon, this national compact turned 
into Garrison’s “covenant with death” and “agreement 
with hell.”66 He urged the North to secede from a union 
“founded in unrighteousness” and “cemented with 
blood,” and his allies advised abolitionists, North and 
South, to withdraw from politics completely since 
“no-one can take office, or throw a vote for another to 
hold office under the United States Constitution, 
without violating his anti-slavery principles.”67 

Garrison’s contempt for the Constitution caused 
him to stand outside the idea of the Christian republic 
so favored by the old Federalist churchmen. “M y hope 
o f the millennium begins where Dr. Beecher’s expires” he 
declared, “AT THE OVERTHROW OF THIS NA­
TION .”68 In 1848, he organized an anti-Sunday 
convention where, in the year the Whigs reentered the 
White House on a program of religious reform, he 
attacked the nation’s theocrats.69 Garrison presented 
the United States as a doomed alliance of ecclesiastical, 
political, and slaveholding interests. In fact, just as the 
Adventist interpretation of the two-horned beast later 
did, he construed America as “a union of church and 
state in support of slavery.”70

The idea that the Constitution was a proslavery 
instrument was heavily contested and in 1844 the 
Garrisonians buttressed their arguments by publishing 
a book of the original Antifederalist writings on the 
subject, including a lengthy extract from Luther Martin’s 
“Genuine Information” that emphasized the discontinuity 
between the revolutionary and constitutional phases in 
American history.71 The Adventist interpretation of 
the two-horned beast reflected this view. The animal’s 
lamb-like horns in effect represented the country’s 
revolutionary phase that had produced the egalitarian

Declaration of Independence. However, this lamb-like 
appearance was contradicted by the nation’s constitutional 
voice, which had given authority to the “national execu­
tive body,” as Loughborough put it, to “pass laws by 
which 3,500,000 slaves can be held in bondage.”72 The 
law uppermost in Loughborough’s mind was the 1850 
Fugitive Slave Act, for he attacked that infamous 
statute at length.73

The Andrews and Loughborough articles established 
Adventists in the same dynastic line as the Antifederalists 
and Garrisonians as far as their attitudes to slavery 
and American politics were concerned. Merritt Cornell 
quoted the passage in Luther Martin’s “Genuine 
Information” commenting on the inconsistency of 
slavery “with the genius of republicanism.”74 Adventists 
adopted a Garrisonian posture toward elections, refusing 
to use their “votes and influence” in the abolitionist cause 
because they were certain “things will not be bettered.”75 
Their hope of the millennium, too, began with the 
overthrow of America, in their case by the establishment 
of the “eternal kingdom of the King of kings.”76 Inter­
estingly, passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, which 
finally abolished slavery, and whose necessity perhaps 
indicated there was indeed something defective about 
the Constitution, persuaded Garrison that America 
was redeemable after all.77 But even though they had 
lost a key part of the evidence, Adventists continued 
to hold out: America was as doomed as ever.78

Seventh-day Adventist apocalyptic developed from 
a distinct political tradition that provided the 

Church with the ingredients to put together its view 
of the United States. The Antifederalists provided the 
basic framework with their claim that the Constitution 
threatened the achievements of the Revolution and 
had opened the way for a tyrannical, slaveholding 
theocracy in America. The Republicans of the 1790s 
supplied the apocalyptic symbol, the two-horned beast, 
which, with its lamb-like horns and dragon voice, 
perfectly described a nation whose slogans of liberty 
disguised its actual tyranny. The opponents of the 
voluntary associations and mail petitioners originated 
the idea that the campaigns to establish Sunday as a 
national day of rest were acts of religious oppression. 
This provided Adventists with the basis for their 
argument that Sunday observance was the beast’s mark 
and Sunday legislation would be the decisive issue in 
the final stages of human history. Garrisonianism, 
with its utter detestation of the Republic, established 
the notion that America would be overthrown at the 
arrival of the millennium.



The Adventist two-horned beast is of historical 
importance because it is possible to read in its symbolism 
a synthesis of all the fears that had been raised about 
America during the period of the early Republic. It 
came right at the end of a well-worn path that led 
back to the Antifederalist critique of the Constitution. 
It is worth noting that it was also very similar to the 
Slave Power hypothesis that was being advanced more 
or less at the same time by the abolitionist Theodore 
Parker and others. The Slave Power was not identical 
to the United States, as the two-horned beast was, but 
was considered to be a diabolical third-party force that 
had taken control of America.79 The advocates of the 
Slave Power thesis were also not Garrisonians in that 
they tended to believe the Constitution was an antislav­
ery document that had been misused and misrepre­
sented by the Slave Power.80

But as David Brion Davis noted, the language used to 
describe the Slave Power was also apocalyptic: Parker 
called it an ‘Apocalyptic Dragon,” and abolitionists of 
similar ilk referred to it as the “Angel of Death,” a 
“Nebuchadnezzar,” an “unclean spirit that must be cast 
out from the hearts of the people before they can be 
saved.”81 According to Davis, such apocalyptic utterances 
are the keys to understanding the religious character of 
many of the dissenting movements of the period. “Only 
by arousing people to the menace of an absolute despo­
tism,” he observed, “could the inner sanctuary of 
individuality be breached and a cohesive community 
created.”82 Davis did not have Adventists in mind, but his 
formulation may be applicable to the emergence of the 
Church. The two-horned beast alerted Adventists to the 
peril of an absolute despotism, and successfully forged a 
new community out of the individualism of the time.
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Conscience, Taxes, Coercion
Isaac Backus and the Adventist Tradition 

of Separation between Church and State

By Leigh Johnsen

Seventh-day Adventists tend to be fond of 
their uniqueness. Often they stress the differ­
ences between themselves a n d  other Christians, 

and  a t tim es th e y  overlook  ev idence th a t early  Adventist 
pioneers carried beliefs and values from other churches into the 
new movement. From  the M ethodists, for example, they inherited an 
administrative structure marked at the top by a General Conference, and 
from the Seventh Day Baptists veneration for a common Sabbath. Similarly, 
there is evidence that Baptist influences in general played a role in the 
development of Adventist sensitivity over matters of church and state.

In The Great Controversy Ellen White pays special tribute to Roger 
Williams, the founder of Rhode Island, a Baptist at one point in his life, 
and an icon of American church-state relations. She describes him as “a 
faithful minister, a man of rare gifts, of unbending integrity and true 
benevolence.” To her, Williams was “an earnest seeker for truth” whose 
passion for protecting conscience rose out of a quest for new “light from 
God’s word.” Ultimately, she wrote, the founding principles of Rhode 
Island “became the cornerstones of the American Republic.”1

The Great Controversy does not explain how those principles became 
national cornerstones, but Baptists have long known that a key figure in the 
process was a New England Baptist named Isaac Backus. Backus rediscovered 
Williams, absorbed his thought, and turned the results into centerpieces of a 
Baptist initiative for separation of church and state that flourished in late 
eighteenth-century America. In league with other political forces, the 
Baptist impulse culminated in ratification of the First Amendment.2

To American Adventists, the experience of Backus is important as a 
reminder that their legacy of religious freedom is grounded in the Gospels, 
was hammered out amid conflict over religious taxes, and is linked to 
veneration for conscience as a divine gift.

The New Light

Backus was born on January 9, 1723/24, in Norwich, Connecticut, the fourth 
child in a family of eleven offspring. His father was Samuel Backus, a repre­
sentative on a number of occasions in Connecticut’s General Assembly, and 
his ancestors included an original proprietor of Windham and a justice of 
the peace. Backus’s mother, Elizabeth Tracy Backus, was related by blood to



Edward Winslow, an early governor of New Plymouth 
Colony By marriage, the extended Backus network had 
links to some of New England’s most noted families.

As pillars of their community, members of the 
Backus family were familiar with the workings of 
Connecticut’s established religion, or Standing Order. 
In each of New England’s colonies except Rhode 
Island religious establishments worked hand in glove 
with civil officials, enjoying special privileges intended 
to perpetuate the congregational system founded by 
Puritan forebears. Throughout most of early eigh­
teenth-century New England civil law restricted 
preaching to orthodox Calvinist preachers, local 
parishes could hire only qualified college graduates as 
pastors, and only Protestants could hold office.

Most notable, perhaps, was the power of the Standing 
Order to levy taxes on all citizens for the support of its 
own ministers, regardless of the tax­
payers’ own religious preferences. By the 
time Backus came of age, Baptists,
Quakers, and Anglicans could request 
certificates of exemption, but issuance 
fell to the discretion of town officials 
understandably reluctant to reduce tax 
rolls and often insensitive to taxpayers 
not of their own persuasion.

In 1718, two years after their mar­
riage, Backus’s mother and father 
publicly sealed their connection to 
Connecticut’s established religion by 
becoming members of Norwich’s 
parish church under the watchful eye 
of Benjamin Lord, a graduate of Yale 
College. They joined not as full-fledged 
communicants, however, but through the common and 
controversial arrangement of halfway membership.

Unlike full membership, which New England’s 
Calvinist forebears considered suitable only for the elect, 
halfway membership offered a lesser degree of affiliation 
for those not certain of their own salvation. Halfway 
members were barred from communion and could not 
vote in church affairs. However, they could have their 
children baptized, and under this provision Backus and 
his siblings entered the Norwich parish church.3

Backus spent the next seventeen years under the 
spiritual care of Lord and his congregation, attending 
church on Sundays, learning the catechism, preparing 
for the time when he, too, would experience evidence 
of God’s saving grace and receive assurance of his own 
suitability as one of the elect. Such at least was the 
theory. In reality, Backus’s early years in the Norwich

parish church failed to trigger that certainty. Later, as 
an adult, Backus remembered those years as a period 
during which he lived “a Car[Y]less and Secure life. . . .  I 
did never think that I was Converted,” he recalled, “but 
flatered my Self with this that I would turn by and by.”4 

Backus received the spiritual assurance he sought at 
the height of the First Great Awakening, shortly after 
renowned itinerants Benjamin Pomeroy, James Daven­
port, and Eleazer Wheelock passed through Norwich. 
Backus had recently lost his father to a measles epidemic, 
and his bereaved mother was languishing in the depths 
of depression. On August 24, 1741, while mowing in a 
field, seventeen-year-old Backus experienced conversion.

[T]n that Critical moment God who caused the light 
to Shine out of Darkness, Shined into my heart with 
such A discover of that glorious Righteousness 

Which fully Satesfies the Law that 
I had Broken; and of the Infinite 
fullness that there Is in Christ to 
Satisfie the wants of just Such a 
helpless Creature as I was and these 
Blessing Were held forth So freely 
to my Soul—That my Whole Heart 
was attracted and Drawn away after 
God and Swallowed up with Admi­
ration in viewing his Divine glories.5

Backus’s experience marked a 
personal turning point. Not only did 
it qualify him to join the Norwich 
parish church as a full member, which 
he did in July 1742, it also provided 
the motivation and rationale for his 

rejection of New England’s religious establishment.

Dissent and the Holy Spirit

Backus took his first formal step toward outright 
dissent on June 16, 1746, when he and his recently 
converted mother joined other New Lights to gather 
their own congregation separate from the parish 
church. Soon they settled in a meeting house at Bean 
Hill, on the outskirts of town.

Their grievances against the established parish
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church were many: Lord and other Old Lights failed to 
value the workings of the Holy Spirit; they stifled 
displays of emotion in meetings; they were too formal 
in speech and dress; they exalted formal education 
over spiritual calling. However, the major concern of 
the Separates was Lord’s practice of admitting into 
fellowship members who, according to the new converts, 
had not experienced God’s saving grace and thus 
stood in violation of ideals envisioned by New 
England’s Puritan founders.

Estrangement between Backus and the religious 
establishment intensified after September 1746, when the 
diffident young man found his tongue and the Bean Hill 
Church, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, autho­
rized him as a preacher. Later, Backus remembered his 
call in terms reminiscent of his conversion experience: 
“The Lord gave me to See that the gifts that he had given 
me, did belong to the Church and that while I neglected 
to improve them—I robed the Church of their Right.”6

Backus’s call did nothing to endear him to religious 
authorities. Not only did the Bean Hill congregation’s 
gathering lack legitimacy, according to the authorities, 
its members were also apparently willing to thumb 
their noses at Connecticut law that required ministers 
to have orthodox college educations. Soon after, the 
Holy Spirit also led Backus to defy legislation that 
forbade New Light itinerancy, and the young man set 
out on a brief preaching tour with Jedidiah Hide, 
pastor of the Bean Hill Church, that took them to 
Preston, Stonington, and Westerly.

Backus understood that imprisonment often awaited 
those who preached without leave from religious 
authorities, but he continued. In October, he embarked 
on a two-month preaching tour with a New Light 
school teacher named John Fuller, and after briefly 
returning to Norwich, set out again with Jedidiah Hide. 
The two men traveled across Rhode Island into Massa­
chusetts. Backus itinerated in southern and southeastern 
New England throughout the winter of 1746-47.

Early in December 1747, he accompanied New 
Light pastor Joseph Snow Jr., on a trip to southeastern 
Massachusetts, and on the northwest border between 
Bridgewater and Middleborough they visited Titicut 
parish, which was destined to become Backus’s home 
for the next half century.

In 1747, Titicut was a hotbed of New Light activity, 
crisscrossed over and over in recent years by itinerant 
preachers. In 1743, residents had successfully petitioned 
the Massachusetts General Court for a parish and 
pastor of their own, and many were clearly receptive 
to the New Light message when Backus and Snow

arrived. To Backus, Titicut was, in fact, “a Large field 
all white to harvest,” one in which God himself had 
assigned Backus a special role.7

Backus and Snow preached ten days and triggered a 
local revival. Impressed, the parish committee took the 
extraordinary step of considering Backus as a candidate 
for pastor of Titicut’s established parish church. It 
abruptly changed heart, however, after he questioned its 
worthiness as an instrument of unregenerate humans to 
evaluate the legitimacy of his divine calling. On February 
16, 1748, after another month of preaching, Backus and 
sixteen other New Lights followed the urgings of the 
Holy Spirit and the example of the Bean Hill Church to 
gather their own Separate congregation, again in 
violation of New England tradition and civil law.

The Titicut gathering, part of a mushrooming 
movement of Separates, or Strict Congregationalists, was 
the penultimate stage of Backus’s journey to dissent. As 
with other Separates, the gathering forced Backus and his 
congregation to confront a system of taxation that 
placed them on the legal periphery and implicitly made 
them outsiders. Not only did their congregations lack 
legal standing, members could not even apply for exemp­
tion, which was restricted to Anglicans, Baptists, and 
Quakers. Many Titicut Separates refused to comply, only 
to see their property sold at auction or face imprisonment.

By the spring of 1749, Backus and other Massa­
chusetts Separates were chafing at the injustice, and at 
a special conference in May they decided to appeal for 
relief. Backus spearheaded efforts, gathering signatures 
for a petition presented to the Massachusetts General 
Court in June, but hopes for a speedy resolution were 
dashed after the proposal died in the upper house.

The Titicut gathering marked another milestone, as 
well. Afterward, Backus joined ranks with other Sepa­
rates forced to grapple with the theological implications 
of restricting church membership only to those who 
had experienced conversion experiences. What, then, of 
children baptized as infants, obviously before they could 
understand the significance of the event? Some Separates 
continued to support infant baptism, in accordance with 
New England’s Puritan tradition, whereas others 
criticized it as an unscriptural human invention.

Further complications arose from disagreement over 
whether the two factions should practice communion 
with each other. Repeated, unsuccessful efforts to resolve 
these dilemmas, most notably at the Stonington Confer­
ence of 1754, ultimately doomed the fledgling Separate 
movement to failure. In the case of Backus, the search for 
solutions also gave rise to agonizing reflection that ended 
with outright rejection of the Standing Order.



The Bond Woman

Backus explained his decision in The Bond Woman and 
the Free ( l l  56), a booklet based on Galatians 4:31, which 
focused on well-known claims by New England’s 
founding Puritans to be the successors of Old Testa­
ment Israel, to stand in a special covenant relationship 
with Jehovah as God’s chosen people.8 According to 
Backus, the kernel of that arrangement was a decision 
by God to grant humans salvation in return for 
obedience to the Mosaic law. Those who participated

conversion outwardly through baptism. In short, the 
gift of salvation gave Backus and likeminded New 
Lights a divine mandate to follow their own convictions 
individually and together, just as their reading of 
Scripture gave them compelling reasons to reject 
New England’s religious establishment.

Publication of The Bo?id Woman and The Free marked 
a decision by Backus to join the Separate Baptists, at that 
time a small group distinguished from older Baptists 
mainly by strict adherence to Calvinist theology. In 
January 1756, other members of Titicut’s Separate

Each denial of exemption, every seizure, auction, and imprisonment must have been 

a searing reminder that the Standing Order, by using force, had arrayed itself 

in defiance of Holy W rit and the example of Christ.

were, in effect, in “bondage” to the law, and the ritual of 
circumcision signified participation in the arrangement. 
To New England’s Puritans, infant baptism served the 
same function: as an updated sign integral to their 
covenant with God.

Backus saw matters differently, however. According 
to The Bond Woman and the Free, Christ had fulfilled 
the requirements of the law; his crucifixion marked 
the end of the Old Testament covenant. Thus, not 
only were infant baptisms meaningless in eighteenth- 
century New England, in Backus’s view the entire 
church-state system modeled on ancient Israel and 
still thoroughly entrenched all around was outdated 
and lacked divine legitimacy.

The arrangement that Backus envisioned instead 
dovetailed neatly with his own experience as a New 
Light. According to The Bond Woman and the Free, 
salvation no longer came through the agency of 
individuals or institutions. Instead, a sovereign God 
bestowed the gift of salvation directly on selected 
individuals through acts of grace. Those who received 
it understood they had been “born again,” as did 
Backus, and could claim an array of freedoms: freedom 
“from the condemnation of the law,” freedom “from 
the power of sin and Satan,” freedom to approach 
“God through Jesus Christ,” and freedom “to talk in 
holiness all their days” (144).

Furthermore, they had exclusive right to “the liberty 
of Christ’s house,” as shown when Titicut’s saints 
gathered their own congregation, and the right to signify

congregation followed his lead, disbanded, and gathered 
again as Middleborough’s First Baptist Church.

The Grievance Committee

Thanks partly to Backus, the number of Separate 
Baptists grew rapidly. In the southwest corner of 
Middleborough another Separate regathering took 
place in 1757, giving birth to the town’s Second 
Baptist Church. Other New Lights to the southeast 
founded the Third Baptist Church in 1761. By 1770, 
the total number of Separate Baptist congregations in 
Massachusetts had swelled to thirty-two, and in 
Connecticut they had expanded sevenfold.9

Rapid growth continued into the 1780s and 1790s, 
when the number of Separate Baptist congregations in 
New England more than doubled. In 1795, the esti­
mated number of members throughout New England 
had grown to 21,000, which did not include approxi­
mately 42,000 more who attended services regularly 
but had not sought membership in full.10

The Standing Order had reason for concern as New 
England’s Separate Baptists expanded and matured, and 
friction between the two denominations intensified 
during the Revolutionary era. At issue was the taxation 
system, which often forced Separate Baptists to support 
a religious system not of their own choosing. In theory, 
colonial law gave Baptists the right to claim
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exemption, but local officials often drew a fine line 
between Baptist congregations that existed before the 
Awakening and upstart Separate Baptist churches 
gathered afterward.

Exemption was more likely if Separate Baptists 
could prove affiliation with Old Baptists, but the two 
groups were not in fellowship and the chances for 
cooperation were slender. As a result, jailings, seizures 
of property, and auctions were common among 
Separate Baptists during the 1760s. In 1768, matters 
worsened after the Massachusetts General Court 
passed legislation that targeted Separate Baptists in the 
town of Ashfield and required all of its residents to 
provide financial support for the Standing Order.
If other towns followed course, the slender hope of 
exemption among other Separate Baptists in the colony 
would also be threatened.

Backus’s rise to prominence placed him at the center 
of efforts among New England’s Separate Baptists to 
secure relief. In the fall of 1769, a newly formed coalition 
of Baptist congregations known as the Warren Baptist 
Association appointed a special committee to gather 
evidence of its members’ grievances, petition the General 
Courts of Massachusetts and Connecticut for redress, 
and if necessary appeal to the King. Among the 
committee’s members was Backus, who served with John 
Davis and Samuel Stillman, both of Boston, and 
Hezekiah Smith, a pastor from Haverhill, Massachusetts.

The Grievance Committee collected scores of letters 
and affidavits, and using this evidence petitioned the 
Massachusetts General Court in 1769 and 1770. The 
Ashfield Law remained in place, however, although the 
legislature eventually agreed to revise exemption laws 
in 1770 in ways slightly more favorable to religious 
dissenters. Despite the risk of annoying revolutionaries 
at home, Backus and his colleagues finally bypassed the 
Massachusetts General Court and, with help from 
Baptists in England, presented their grievance directly to 
the King, who disallowed the Ashfield Law in July 1771.

Abuses went on, however, much to the chagrin of 
Backus. All too often local tax collectors either ignored 
or mishandled certificates of exemption. Backus had 
recently aired his frustrations in A  Seasonable Plea fo r  
Liberty o f Conscience (1770) and A  Letter to a Gentleman 
In the Massachusetts General Assembly (1771), and in 1773 
he decided that relief from religious taxes would never 
come under existing Massachusetts law.

In May, the Grievance Committee under his chair­
manship recommended shifts in tactics and strategy. 
The committee urged members of the Warren Baptist 
Association to refuse submission of certificates or

payment of taxes, to engage in demonstrations of 
massive civil disobedience, just as patriots throughout 
the colonies were defying British authorities in pursuit 
of political rights. The resulting cases would overburden 
the legal system, authorities would recognize the 
errors of their ways, and Separate Baptists would 
pressure the Standing Order to recognize their own 
full right to religious liberty.

An Appeal

Backus explained the rationale behind this decision in 
An Appeal to the Public, an eighteen-page booklet 
authorized by the Warren Baptist Association. His 
argument rests less on logic and political theory than 
on the Bible as seen through the lens of traditional 
Baptist views and the thinking of Roger Williams, 
whose writings Backus had recently started to read.11

Baptists had long stressed the importance of 
shielding matters of the spirit from those of the 
government. According to Backus, God had appointed 
“two kinds of government, . . . distinct in their nature,” 
which “ought never to be confounded.” One “is called 
civil and the other ecclesiastical government” (312). 
Over the past thirty years Backus had become thor­
oughly familiar with some of the most pressing dangers 
caused by government interference in religious matters: 
unregenerate members, clergy valued more for their 
education than spiritual calling, and infants admitted 
into fellowship in violation of divine instruction. In 
short, comingling of church and state endangered the 
sanctity of the church.

Backus also noted another danger that left him 
particularly indignant: the potential of the state to 
flex its coercive power in pursuit of religious objectives. 
Not only was force in matters of religion grounded in 
the “old Jewish constitution and ordinances” (315)—an 
arrangement invalidated at the crucifixion—it also 
violated the letter and spirit of the New Covenant 
initiated by Christ. “’Tis well known that this glorious 
Head made no use of secular force in the first setting 
up of the Gospel-Church,” Backus pointed out (315).

Instead, Christ had proclaimed the nature of his 
“Kingdom” as “not o f this world” and had commanded 
“his servants . . . not fig h t or defend him with the 
sword” (315). To Backus, each denial of exemption, 
every seizure, auction, and imprisonment must have 
been a searing reminder that the Standing Order, by 
using force, had arrayed itself in defiance of Holy 
Writ and the example of Christ.

The justification that Backus offered for confronting



the Standing Order may seem strange in a modern 
context shaped by the First Amendment. The issue 
was not simply free exercise of religion or existence 
of a religious establishment. An Appeal to the Public 
linked both dimensions inseparably. New England’s 
Standing Order violated Backus’s conscience by 
forcing him to support a religious system that lacked 
biblical legitimacy and the Holy Spirit’s blessing—and 
this struck at the core of his spiritual being.

grievances. According to Backus, the Massachusetts 
delegates responded by denying the legitimacy of 
Separate Baptist complaints, accusing them of seeking 
martyrdom, and complaining that they sought only to 
avoid taxes. Not so, Backus heatedly responded: “It 
is absolutely a point of conscience with me; for I 
cannot give in the certificates they require without 
implicitly acknowledging that power in man which I 
believe belongs only to God.” According to Backus,

New England’s Standing Order violated Backus’s conscience 

by forcing him to support a religious system that lacked biblical 

legitimacy and the Holy Spirit’s blessing.

For half a century, conscience and the Holy Spirit 
had played prominent parts in Backus’s life: prompting 
his conversion, calling him to the ministry, leading him 
to Titicut, guiding him to reject the Standing Order. 
For Backus, opposition to the Standing Order was not 
simply a theoretical exercise. Freedom of conscience 
was a God-given right. By presuming to coerce support 
of erroneous religion, the Standing Order had arrayed 
itself against God and threatened to interfere with the 
unfettered working of the Holy Spirit.

Backus had a divine obligation to oppose the Standing 
Order not only to protect his own conscience, but also 
to provide conditions conducive to the Spirit-generated 
awakening for which he and other New Lights con­
stantly hoped.

Revolution

An Appeal to the People summarized some of the best 
Separate Baptist thinking on church-state relations at 
that time, but defenders of the Standing Order saw 
matters differently. In October 1774, Backus, James 
Manning, and Chileab Smith of Ashfield took their case 
at the request of the Warren Baptist Association to the 
Continental Congress in Philadelphia. Joining them in 
Carpenter’s Hall on the fourteenth were a large group 
of local Baptist leaders, two prominent Philadelphia 
Quakers, and a handful of elected congressional del­
egates that included Thomas Cushing, Samuel and John 
Adams, and Robert Treat Paine, all of Massachusetts.

The conference started with Manning reading a 
speech, then presenting a memorial of Separate Baptist

his appeal to conscience left Cushing speechless, but 
it failed to sway other Massachusetts delegates and he 
went home emptyhanded.12

The Separate Baptist campaign of civil disobedience 
continued as war broke out between Britain and the 
colonies. At times, neighbors responded to Baptists 
with hostility, even to the point of rioting, but there 
was also a hint of change, a suggestion that they 
would not always be treated as sectarian outsiders. In 
April 1775, Backus responded to the Battles of Lex­
ington and Concord by coming out publicly against the 
King and Parliament and in favor of independence. 
Other Separate Baptists followed suit, and in time they 
were fighting shoulder to shoulder with neighbors as 
comrades-in-arm, not only against Britain, but also in 
the struggle to reshape domestic government.

In 1778, for example, Backus and his coreligionists 
campaigned against a proposed constitution for 
Massachusetts that, among other shortcomings, would 
have perpetuated religious taxes. This time, however, a 
chorus of other critics joined in with reasons of their 
own, and together the opponents prevailed. Barriers 
seemed to weaken further in May 1779, when the 
Massachusetts General Assembly took the unprec­
edented step of inviting Separate Baptist minister 
Samuel Stillman to deliver its annual election sermon, 
which Stillman used as an opportunity to explain the 
Separate Baptist position on matters of church and state.

Four months later, in September 1779,
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another state constitutional convention convened in 
Boston, and Separate Baptists ventured further into 
the political process. Among the convention’s 293 
delegates were six Baptists. Backus himself served on 
an official committee from Middleborough that issued 
instructions to its representatives, and Separate Baptists 
from other towns held similar positions. Backus kept 
tabs on the convention, lobbied its delegates, and 
wrote letters and newspaper articles.

At the request of Baptist delegate Noah Alden, 
Backus also offered a proposed bill of rights whose 
second article guaranteed freedom of religion and 
ruled out force in such matters: “As God is the only 
worthy object of all religious worship, and nothing 
can be true religion but a voluntary obedience unto his 
revealed will, of which each rational soul has an equal 
right to judge for itself; every person has an unalien­
able right to act in all religious affairs according to the 
full persuasion of his own mind.”13

Alden chaired the committee charged with drafting 
clauses on ecclesiastical matters, and Backus undoubtedly 
hoped that his proposal would make its way into the 
new constitution. But Alden was the only Separate 
Baptist on the committee and only one of three who 
favored doing away with the religious establishment. 
Instead, by a vote of four to three, the committee 
recommended an alternative that threatened to deprive 
dissenters of any opportunity to avoid religious taxes.

According to Article Three, “every denomination 
of Christians demeaning themselves peacably” was to 
be “equally under the protection of the law: and no 
subordination of any one sect or denomination to 
another shall ever be established by law.” However, at 
the same time, the article also effectively abolished the 
possibility of exemption and authorized civil authorities 
to levy taxes in behalf of all denominations. In effect, 
Congregationalists, Anglicans, Baptists, and Quakers 
would all belong to the religious establishment, and all 
would be supported by religious taxes—despite the 
potential of violating individual consciences.14

In the end, Article Three won ratification during the 
autumn of 1780. The number of Separate Baptists was 
still too small, its political power too little, and the chasm 
between it and its critics too great. Backus and his 
coreligionists clearly understood the seriousness of their 
situation, especially after state legislators ignored another 
petition against religious taxes that they submitted at the 
end of the year. However, they were determined, as 
Backus explained in Truth Is Great andIVillPrevail 
(1781), and they arrived at one final plan. If only they 
could convince the courts that Article Three’s guarantee

of religious equality was inconsistent with the authority 
it also granted to tax citizens against their consciences, 
then perhaps it would be declared unconstitutional.

In March 1782, the Warren Association supported 
the case of Separate Baptist Elijah Balkcom, who 
tested the constitutionality of Article Three in a suit 
against assessors from his hometown of Attleborough, 
and he prevailed. Backus rejoiced in A  Door Opened fo r  
Equal Christian Liberty (1783), but his celebration 
proved premature. In 1784, a similar case named after 
Gershom Cutter, another Separate Baptist plaintiff, 
arose in Cambridge and made its way to the Supreme 
Judicial Court, which upheld the constitutionality of 
Article Three in October 1785.

A  Shared Identity

Cutter v. Frost brought a devastating conclusion to 
more than twenty years of agitation by Massachusetts 
Separate Baptists and left them with legal arrange­
ments similar to the hated certificate system. Not until 
1833—well after Backus’s death—was the religious 
establishment in Massachusetts overthrown. Still, 
through their struggles the Separate Baptists had 
reached out to coreligionists, created an intercolonial 
network, and gained a measure of legitimacy, all of 
which also enhanced the stature of Backus.

By the late 1700s, Backus had become a senior Baptist 
statesman. Perhaps in acknowledgment, neighbors in 
Middleborough chose him in 1788 to represent them 
in the state convention called to vote on ratification of 
the federal constitution. Backus cast his ballot in favor 
and lobbied others to do so, as well, but by then his 
days of intensive political action were over. Instead, 
he spent most of his time during the late eighteenth 
century defending orthodox Calvinism, advancing 
Baptist education, spreading the gospel, and writing.

By far, his most notable work during these years was 
a three-volume history of New England’s Baptists. 
Backus’s history afforded Separate Baptists a sense of 
pride and went far to explain his view of church-state 
relations. Thanks to a developed distribution system, 
this and other publications of his were read widely, thus 
promoting a common identity grounded in separation 
of church and state that Baptists throughout the 
country shared as they embarked on the struggle to 
ratify the First Amendment.

Time eventually took its toll on Backus. Over the 
years he had gained considerable weight, and according 
to his diary, had experienced “a soreness and swelling” in 
his “private parts” since at least November 1793.15 His



condition worsened in March 1806, when he suffered a 
stroke. Another, more serious stroke followed at the end 
of April, leaving him paralyzed and speechless. Backus 
lived through the summer and autumn, and died at the 
age of eighty-one on November 20, 1806.

The Legacy

Backus has been hailed as a champion of religious 
freedom similar in stature to Thomas Jefferson.16 
However, unlike Jefferson, who viewed such matters 
from a secular perspective, Backus had a thoroughly 
religious outlook. Thus, he carries a message of 
special significance to believers of all kinds—not only 
to American Adventists, but also to other Christians.

Separation of church and state in the United States 
is not the invention of modern secularists or anti- 
Catholic bigotry, as some have recently suggested.17 
Instead, it was purchased dearly amid conflicts among 
Protestants dating from colonial times, is grounded in 
the Gospels, and was enshrined in the U.S. Constitution 
largely in response to a political coalition in which 
Christians played a prominent role. If The Great 
Controversy can be taken as an accurate guide, early 
Adventists placed themselves squarely in that tradition.

The experience of Backus carries another message, 
as well. This one calls for consistency in matters of 
conscience. If forced conversions, Sunday laws, and 
religious intolerance in the workplace threaten freedom 
of conscience, so, too, does tax-generated funding for 
religious programs. No matter how worthy the cause, 
money taken from citizens for religious causes under 
threat of prosecution unavoidably forces some to 
support beliefs with which they, often under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, cannot agree.

In the end, Backus leaves American Adventists 
with what may be a costly challenge. Whether or not 
they heed his messages, honor his legacy, and reclaim a 
birthright based in Scripture and the histories of their 
country and denomination remains to be seen.
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Are Just Wars Just Wars?

J im Lewis, an Episcopalian minister in Virginia who has 
spent much of his life fostering nonviolence, believes that ju s t 
wars are just wars. He says so in a thought-provoking collection of 
essays edited by Jon L. Berquist regarding recent events titled Strike Terror N o  

More: Theotogy, Ethics and the New tFar Louis: Chalice Press, 2002). Because he
is a pacifist, it is likely that Lewis would say the same of all wars, no m atter when, why, or 
how they have been fought.

Peter J. Haas, who teaches Jewish Studies at Case Western Reserve University in Ohio, makes a 
different point in the same excellent volume. He contends that the just war doctrine is not applicable today 
because we no longer wage wars as people did when its standards were formulated hundreds of years 
ago. He believes the criteria that apply to whether we may go to war {Jus adbelluni) are still useful in 
some respects but that the standards about how we should do so (Jus in belluni) are now mostly outdated. 
“At the end of the day, no rules really apply any longer once we are in a state of war,” he writes (242).

As an account of how recent wars have often actually been fought, this assertion is unassailable. 
But as a proposal as to how they should be waged in our day, it is not convincing. The claim that in 
war “no rules really apply any longer” asserts far too much. As it now stands, this contention allows 
warring armies to pillage, rape, and torture. Surely even Haas would condemn such atrocities.

His more precise position is no more persuasive, however. He holds that in our time it is impossible 
to honor the so-called principle of discrimination that forbids those who wage war from intentionally 
wounding and killing noncombatant men, women, and children. “The basic assumption of classical 
just war theory, namely that one can distinguish between military and civilian, is simply no longer 
operative,” he insists (240-41).

His point is not that it is no longer possible theoretically to distinguish between military and 
nonmilitary personnel, but that in the midst of war it is often practically very difficult to do so. 
Contemporary military forces are not separate portions of societies; they are the “forward edges” 
of entire nations, he also observes. “One of the most significant changes in warfare in the modern 
period has been the shift of the notion of war as a series of battles between two armies to the 
notion of war as a series of battles between two nations” (239).

This is precisely the change that we should strive to reverse. The idea that every man, woman, and 
child in every nation is for all practical purposes now part of military life goes too far. In all wars 
there are citizens who actively oppose their own nations’ military campaigns. Also, there are important 
differences in the extent and voluntariness of civilian participation in military affairs. It is not morally 
acceptable intentionally to treat people who differ in morally pertinent ways as though they don’t.

Perhaps we should exchange the distinction between “military and civilian personnel” for one 
between “combatant and noncombatant citizens.” This would acknowledge that today not all warriors 
are uniformed soldiers. Yet hasn’t even this always been the case to some extent?

It is often impossible wholly to avoid wounding or killing innocent bystanders in warfare. Still, we 
should not intentionally unleash these horrors and we should do our best to minimize their frequency 
and intensity. How dare we do any less?

David R. Larson 
President, AAF
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Beginning with Green
By Pat Cason

Green’s the name of the ten thousand things
I wake to each morning
with panes of forest around me,

lying beneath a window arranged to reveal 
the sacred text of the sky, 
obscured today by clouds.

They say you can’t look Glory 
full in the face and live, but I believe 
in baptism by immersion in green—

waking surrounded by grasses and leaves, 
plunging mid-day into the bottle-green 
of a swimming hole so cold, I swear

it stops my heart between beats, 
allowing the rapid infusion 
of some foreign thing

to fill that startled muscle,
so that when I burst out of the water
I’m giddy with shock,

or with dizzied surprise, 
or maybe just
with what they call a new life.
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