
Whose Church Is It, Anyway?
By Loren Seibold

Like most bookish people, I occasionally find books in my
library whose presence there I can’t account for. Such was a 
volume called JViU the Real Seventh-day Adventist Please Stand 

Up? As I recall (for I have since passed it along to an owner more 
congenial to its sentiments) the author of Will the Real Seventh-day 
Adventist Please Stand Up? had no doubt who the real Seventh-day 
Adventist was.1 Most of us have appreciated far more varieties of
S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n tis t  th a n  h e  a p p e a re d  ab le  to  

a p p re c ia te , an d , u n lik e  h im , w o u ld  h e s i ta te  to  

d ec la re  so m e im posto rs . Y et I can ’t  h e lp  b u t ap p re 

ciate  a m an  w ith  th e  co u rag e  o f  h is convictions, and  

I w illin g ly  g r a n t  th e  a u th o r  a r ig h t  to  h is op in ions 

th a t  I su sp e c t h e  w o u ld  n o t  re c ip ro c a te  w ith  m e.

A n d  h e  ra is e s  a le g i t im a te  q u e s t io n . I th in k  

o f  i t  e v e ry  t im e  s o m e o n e  c a lls  fo r  d o c t r in a l  to l 

e r a n c e  in  th e  C h u rc h . E v e r y  t im e  a n o th e r  c a lls  

fo r  d o c t r in a l  s ta n d a r d iz a t io n .  E v e r y  t im e  

G e o r g e  K n ig h t  r e m in d s  u s  a g a in  o f  th e  d o c t r i 

n a l  f lu id i ty  o f  e a r ly  A d v e n tis m . A n d  e v e ry  t im e  

an  e v a n g e l is t  p r e a c h e s  in  su c h  a  w a y  as to  

im p ly  a n e a t ly  p r e p a c k a g e d  A d v e n t i s t  d o c tr in e , 

d ro p p e d  f ro m  h e a v e n  in  t id y  in s ta l lm e n ts  

b e tw e e n  1831 a n d  1915.
W h o  is th e  r e a l  S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n t is t?

O r, p e rh a p s , w h o  o u g h t  to  b e  th e  r e a l  S e v e n th -  

d a y  A d v e n t is t?  W h o s e  c h u rc h  is it, a n y w a y ? 2

F o r  m e, a n y  d e fin itio n  th a t  fo rm s  a lo n g  issu e  

lin e s  (fo r o r  a g a in s t  w o m e n ’s o rd in a tio n , fo r 

e x a m p le )  d o es  l i t t le  to  so lve  th e  p ro b le m . I have  

m e t  w o m e n ’s o rd in a tio n  ad v o ca te s  w h o  w e re

in to le r a n t  a n d  a lm o s t u n -C h r is t ia n , a n d  o p p o 

n e n ts  w h o  w e re  g ra c io u s  a n d  a c c e p tin g , ev en  

to w a rd  th e  o c c a s io n a l fem a le  p a s to r  th e y  m e t.

I fin d  th e  la b e ls  “l ib e ra l” a n d  “c o n s e rv a t iv e ” 

r a th e r  so g g y , a n d  th e  n e w e r  “t r a d i t io n a l” a n d  

“p r o g r e s s iv e ” o n ly  a  l i t t l e  liv e lie r , a ll  w a n t in g  

o f  d e f in i t io n  ea c h  t im e  th e y ’r e  u se d . M y  o w n  

w a y  to  th in k  a b o u t  A d v e n t is m  a lo n g  a c o n t in u 

u m  o f  tw o  p o le s  (a lr e a d y  a h u g e  s im p lif ic a tio n , 

a n d  a d m it te d ly  o n ly  b a re ly  m o re  d e fe n s ib le  

th a n  l ib e ra l  a n d  c o n s e rv a t iv e )  is  to  a sk , “W h a t  

k in d  o f  G o d  is im p lie d  b y  th is  id ea , o r  th is  

e x p r e s s io n  o f  th e  id e a ? ”

A s  I th in k  a b o u t  th e  v a r ie t ie s  o f  S e v e n th -  

d a y  A d v e n t is ts  I ’v e  k n o w n , I f in d  o n  o n e  e n d  o f  

a c o n t in u u m  th o s e  w h o s e  b e lie fs  s u g g e s t  a  G o d  

g r e a t ly  c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t  d e ta ils , a n d  h o w  s tu 

d io u s ly  w e  a t t e n d  to  th e m . T h i s  G o d  p la c e s  a 

p r e m iu m  o n  sp ec ific  p ie tie s ;  h e  lo v e s  a ll  p e o p le , 

to  b e  s u re , b u t  m e a s u re s  th e i r  r e s p o n s e  to  h im  

b y  th e i r  b e lie fs  a n d  a c tio n s . A l th o u g h  s a lv a t io n  

is b y  fa ith , h is  f re e  a n d  g e n e r o u s  g r a c e  n e v e r  

a p p lie s  w i th o u t  c o n ju n c t  r e q u ir e m e n ts .
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D e ta i ls  lik e  w h ic h  d e n o m in a t io n  y o u  b e lo n g  to  a re  

im p o r t a n t  to  h im , a n d  h e  is w i l l in g  to  o v e r lo o k  th e  

in h e r e n t  d e f ic ie n c ie s  o f  c h u rc h  o r g a n iz a t io n  as lo n g  as 

th e  C h u rc h  p r o m o te s  th e  b e lie fs  a n d  b e h a v io r s  h e  v a l

ues. H e  is b y  n a tu r e  a  m ic ro m a n a g e r ,  th o u g h  w e ’r e  n o t  

a lw a y s  s u r e  w h a t  h e ’s u p  to , a n d  in  fa c t  m a y  h a v e  to  

d e c o d e  h is  m y s te r ie s ,  s o m e tim e s  e v e n  m a th e m a tic a lly .

O n  th e  o th e r  e n d  o f  th e  s p e c t r u m  a re  th o s e  w h o s e  

G o d  se e s  th e  b ig  p ic tu re .  R a th e r  th a n  b e in g  p r im a r i ly  

c o n c e r n e d  w ith  d e ta ils , h e  is  m o re  lik e ly  to  o ffe r  u s 

p r in c ip le s  ( th e  u s u a l o n es , lik e  lo v e  a n d  k in d n e s s , 

th o u g h  h e  is s u p p o s e d  to  h a v e  a sp e c ia l fo n d n e s s  fo r  

f r e e d o m  o f  t h o u g h t )  t h a t  in fo rm  u s  in  o u r  e f fo r t  to  liv e  

r i g h t ly  a n d  u s e fu lly  in  th e  w o r ld .

H e  f in d s  h im s e l f  o n ly  lo o s e ly  d e f in e d  b y  t r a d i t io n a l  

d o c t r in a l  s ta te m e n ts  a n d  c o n v e n t io n a l  c h u rc h  a c tiv i

tie s . H e  is  le s s  a t ta c h e d  to  a p a r t i c u la r  g r o u p  th a n  h e  is 

to  h u m a n i ty  g e n e ra lly , a n d  is t e r r ib ly  to l e r a n t  o f  o u r  

d if f ic u lt ie s  in  r e la t in g  to  o u r  C re a to r . A s  fo r  s a lv a tio n , 

h is  g r a c e  m a k e s  h im  b ro a d ly  in c lu s iv e  a n d  n o t  e s p e 

c ia lly  j u d g m e n ta l  e x c e p t ,  p e rh a p s , o f  h u m a n  ju d g m e n -  

ta l is m  a n d  o u r  d a m n a b le  p r o c l iv i ty  fo r  c ru e lty .

E a c h  o f  th e s e  p o in ts  o f  v iew  h a s  its  s t r e n g th s  an d  

w e a k n e sse s . T h o s e  w h o s e  G o d  sees  th e  b ig  p ic tu r e  m ay  

fo rg e t  t h a t  a r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  G o d  h a s  w ith in  i t  in d iv id 

u a l a c tio n s  a n d  cho ices. T h e y  m a y  b e c o m e  so  c h a rm e d  

b y  th e  s a te ll i te  v ie w  th a t  th e y  d o n ’t  see  th e  d u s t  o n  th e  

coffee  tab le . T h o s e  w h o s e  G o d  is m o s t ly  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  

q u e s t io n s  o f  d e ta il  so m e tim e s  d e sc r ib e  a r a th e r  p e t ty  

G o d , o n e  w h o s e  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd  h u m a n i ty  is th a t  o f  a 

p a r e n t  to  a sm a ll, m o d e ra te ly  s tu p id  ch ild .

T h e  q u e s t io n  is n o t  w h o  is m o s t  s p i r i tu a l ,  fo r  I ’ve  

k n o w n  p e o p le  o n  e a c h  s id e  o f  th is  is s u e  w h o  a re  d e e p ly  

g o o d  a n d  s in c e re ly  g od ly . T h e  q u e s t io n  is w h a t  k in d  o f  

r e l ig io u s  u n d e r s t a n d in g  is m o s t  e s s e n t ia l ly  S e v e n th -  

d a y  A d v e n t is t?

History
W ill ia m  M i l l e r ’s m o v e m e n t,  l e t  u s  re c a ll ,  w a s  n o t  o v e r  

b ig  q u e s t io n s  o f  o r th o d o x y  b u t  o v e r  in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f  

n e g le c te d  p ro p h e c ie s . H a d  h e  b e e n  r i g h t  in  w h a t  h e  

p r e d ic te d ,  th e r e  w o u ld  c e r ta in ly  h a v e  o c c u r r e d  a b ig  

p ic tu r e  c h a n g e  in  h u m a n  h is to ry . S in c e  h e  w a s  n o t ,  th e  

m o v e m e n t ’s a r g u m e n ts  b e c a m e  o n e s  o f  d e ta il:  h o w  

p r o p h e t ic  d a y s  a n d  w e e k s  t r a n s la te  in to  y e a rs , d a te s  o f  

a n c ie n t  h a p p e n in g s , th e  o r d e r  a n d  m e a n in g  o f  e s c h a to 

lo g ic a l  e v e n ts  in  th e  R e v e la tio n , w h ic h  m e m b e r s  o f  

w h ic h  g r o u p s  w e re  e lig ib le  fo r  s a lv a t io n , a n d  w h a t  w a s

m e a n t  b y  p re v io u s ly  o b s c u re  b ib lic a l c o n c e p ts  lik e  “th e  

c le a n s in g  o f  th e  s a n c tu a ry .”

T h e r e  is  m u c h  in  a n a m e , a n d  i t  is n o te w o r th y  th a t  

w h e n  o u r  c h u rc h  g o t  to  th e  p o in t  o f  n e e d in g  o n e , o u r  

a n c e s to r s  c h o se  a n a m e  th a t  w o u ld  d e f in e  n o t  th e  h e a r t  

o f  th e i r  C h r is t ia n  fa i th  ( th e y  re je c te d  J a m e s  W h i t e ’s 

p re fe re n c e , th e  “C h u rc h  o f  G o d ”) b u t  o u r  v e r y  sp ec ific  

in n o v a t io n s  u p o n  it. W h a te v e r  d is c u s s io n s  th o s e  fo lk s  

m ig h t  h a v e  h a d  a b o u t  th e  d e e p e r  c o n c e p ts  o f  

P r o t e s t a n t  C h r is t ia n i ty  d id n ’t  d e f in e  th e  m o v e m e n t,  

b e c a u se  th o s e  w e r e n ’t  o u r  m a in  a r g u m e n ts  w i th  th e  

r e s t  o f  C h r is te n d o m .

O u r  i n te r e s t  w a s  in  b e c o m in g  r e a d y  fo r  th e  S e c o n d  

A d v e n t  a n d  i ts  p re q u e l ,  p e r s e c u t io n ;  S a tu r d a y  w o r s h ip  

w a s  w h a t  w e  w e re  to  d o  d i f fe re n t ly  f ro m  o th e r  

C h r is t ia n s  t h a t  w o u ld  m a k e  us read y . T h e  l i s t  o f  n e e d 

fu l d is c ip lin e s  a b o u t  w h ic h  G o d  h a d  o p in io n s  q u ic k ly  

in c re a s e d  o v e r  th e  n e x t  g e n e r a t io n ,  e m b ra c in g ,  in  a d d i

t io n  to  th e  u s u a l m o r a l  s ta n d a r d s ,  s u c h  sp ec if ic s  as 

a p p a re l , fo o d , a n d  m e m b e r s h ip  in  la b o r  u n io n s .

A lth o u g h  th e re  w e re  p ro b a b ly  b ig -p ic tu re  th in k e rs  in  

th is  e a r ly  p h a se  o f  th e  C h u rc h  j u s t  as th e re  a re  now , th e ir  

c o n tr ib u tio n s  d id n ’t  have  th e  la s t in g  im p a c t o f  th o se  w h o  

d e ta ile d  p ro p h e c y  an d  b ehav io r. A d v e n tism  g re w  n o t  

b ecau se  w e  w e re  b e t te r  b e liev e rs  in  th e  g ra c e  o f  C h r is t, 

b u t b ecau se  w e  w e re  m o re  c o r r e c t  a b o u t d e ta ils  to  w h ich  

o th e r  C h r is t ia n s  w e re  p a y in g  l i t t le  a t te n tio n .

I h av e  fo u n d  m u c h  w isd o m  in  th e  w r i t in g s  o f  th o s e  

w h o  ta lk  a b o u t  th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  r e la t io n a l  sy s te m s , 

su ch  as fam ilie s  a n d  c h u rc h e s , a n d  h o w  th e  a t t i tu d e s  o f  

o u r  a n c e s to r s  w ill p e r s i s t  f ro m  g e n e ra t io n  to  g e n e ra t io n , 

lo n g  a f te r  th e  f i r s t  s h a p e rs  o f  th e  s y s te m  a re  g o n e .3 W e  

o u g h t  to  be  c a u tio u s  a b o u t p la n n in g  th e  f u tu re  b y  th e  

p a s t . H o w ev e r, i f  th e  a t t i tu d e s  o f  o u r  A d v e n t is t  p a s t  can  

b e  u se d  to  e x tr a p o la te  ev en  th e  a p p ro x im a te  v e c to r s  o f  

o u r  fu tu re , th e n  i t  o u g h t  n o t  to  b e  te r r ib ly  s u r p r i s in g  

th a t  w e  s t r u g g le  w ith  th o s e  w h o  t r y  to  ta k e  a b ro a d e r  

v iew  o f  G o d  th a n  o u r  a n c e s to r s  did.

Growth and Revival
I h av e  b e e n  in te r e s te d  to  see  h o w  a w e ll-d o n e  e v a n g e lis 

tic  s e r ie s  th a t  p ro m is e s  a n s w e rs  to  p ro p h e t ic  m y s te r ie s  

c o n tin u e s  to  a p p e a l to  p eo p le . C o u ld n ’t  w e  (o u r  g o s p e l-  

o r ie n te d  m e m b e rs  ask ) b e  as su c c e ss fu l p r e a c h in g  C h r is t  

a n d  C h r is t  a lo n e?  B e t te r  e v a n g e lis ts  th a n  I (a n d  th a t  

c o v e rs  n e a r ly  a ll o f  th e m ) say  “n o .” C h r is t ia n  b a s ic s  a re  

c o v e re d  v e ry  w e ll b y  c h u rc h e s  w ith  le s s  d is t in c tiv e  

n a m e s  a n d  le ss  d is t in c t iv e  m e s s a g e s  th a n  o u rs , th e y  say.



Our converts are made with the details: prophecy, escha
tology, the Sabbath, health. Some Adventist pastors in 
the Western church have tried evangelistic approaches 
that did not rely so heavily upon these distinctives 
alone, with only mediocre success.

The kind of believers we create when we grow is a 
clue to the soul of the denomination. Our denomina
tion is growing rapidly, particularly in those places

North American church is all clustered around its 
institutions. From his experience it seemed that way, 
I’m sure, given the concentration of talent, money, and 
learning in those places. But these places are not rep
resentative of all the North American church. Our col
leges and universities are the beds in the garden that 
we have prepared, enriched, and protected to display a 
broader range of intellectual flora.

The big-picture people are frequently shy 
of the parochialism necessary to sell their church to others.

once denominated the Third World. As we break new 
evangelistic ground, we generally have not seen that 
new ground populated with big-picture Adventists.
The conflicts along the First World-Third World fault 
apparent at each recent General Conference session 
remind us that our church is growing over there along 
traditional lines, with a continuing appreciation of 
Seventh-day Adventist fundamentalisms.

Although the North American church is often 
accused by the rest of the Adventist world of being 
“liberal,” it is not uniformly so. Last summer a group 
of young people trained and sponsored by ASI held 
old-fashioned evangelistic meetings in my church.4 
These folks were deeply dedicated and wonderfully 
kind, and we grew to love them. Yet their understand
ing of our denominational theology differed from that 
of many in my largely professional, progressive con
gregation. Theirs was the traditional Adventist faith of 
a God concerned with prophetic and behavioral details. 
Those who responded to their advertising and presen
tations appeared to see God similarly.

Yet ASI is arguably the most vitalized segment of 
the North American Adventist laity right now. As I 
discovered, this was true not only in matters of evan
gelism. In addition to sponsoring citywide crusades, 
in their short time in our city ASI folks volunteered at 
the Ronald MacDonald house and soup kitchens and 
hospitals. (Even here, their work was characterized 
by a dutiful attention to detail: the goody packages 
distributed to terminal cancer patients at Columbus’s 
Children’s Hospital contained, the organizer was 
careful to report, not chocolate but carob bonbons.)

A friend who has served as an Adventist college 
teacher and administrator for most of his professional 
life once remarked to me that the strength of the

When we leave those oases, we find ourselves in a 
church still connected to its nineteenth-century ori
gins. Were my friend to sit on a conference commit
tee making decisions about the operation of ordinary, 
noninstitutional churches, he would find that the 
enthusiasm for a traditional Seventh-day Adventist 
theology hasn’t abated. This is true (at least partially) 
because the systematic theology of most of the 
Church is not shaped by its professional theolo
gians—their reach is limited—but by the evangelists 
who preach soul-winning meetings in hamlets and 
burgs across the United States.

Support
Who really loves this church? Many of us insist that 
we do. Yet actions speak louder than words. And it is 
axiomatic among pastors that you’re likely to find your 
most generous church members among your most theo
logically traditional church members, particularly in those 
areas that most directly advance our fundamental beliefs. 
The reason isn’t hard to understand: if God cares about 
this particular denomination and its beliefs, then so should 
its adherents. If God has a much broader view of faith, 
then one needn’t be quite as concerned about how 
generously you contribute to one particular denomination.

More importantly, it is those with the most tradi
tional view of the Church who are most likely to par
ticipate in evangelistic efforts to grow the Church. The 
big-picture people are frequently shy of the parochial
ism necessary to sell their church to others, especially
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s h o u ld  i t  in v o lv e  m a k in g  u n fa v o ra b le  c o m p a r is o n s  to  

o th e r  c h u rc h e s .

A ll o f  th i s — o u r  h is to r ic a l  b e lie fs  a n d  th e i r  c o n t in 

u in g  in f lu e n c e  o v e r  th e  C h u rc h , th e  o r ie n ta t io n  o f  th e  

p e o p le  w e  a t t r a c t  a n d  w in , th e  k in d  o f  A d v e n t is m  th a t  

e m e rg e s  in  f ie ld s  o f  g r o w th ,  th e  k in d  o f  A d v e n t is ts  

w h o  s u p p o r t  th e  C h u rc h  m o s t  c h e e r fu l ly — m a k e s  m e  

s u s p e c t  t h a t  w h a te v e r  l ib e r a l iz in g  w e  m a y  see  in  so m e

A t th e  v e r y  le a s t ,  th is  r e m in d e r  m ig h t  h e lp  u s  n o t  

to  b e  q u i te  so  s u r p r i s e d  e a c h  t im e  a p ro fe s s o r ,  a u th o r ,  

o r  p a s to r  w h o  w a n ts  to  b ro a d e n  th e  C h u r c h ’s th in k in g  

c o m e s  u n d e r  a tta c k . T h e  s y s te m  is, a f te r  a ll, b y  h i s to r y  

a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t,  a  f a ith  o f  p r e s c r ib e d  d e ta ils . G iv e n  

o u r  h is to ry , p e r h a p s  o u r  c h u rc h  a d m in i s t r a to r s  h a v e  

n o t  b e e n  a m is s  to  m o s t  o f te n  p r o t e c t  i ts  t r a d i t io n a l i s m  

o v e r  i ts  m o re  a d v e n tu r o u s  e x p re s s io n s .

The system is, after all, by history and development, 
a faith of prescribed details.

p a r t s  o f  th e  C h u rc h , o v e r  th e  c o u r s e  o f  o u r  e v o lu t io n  

S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n t is m  c o lle c tiv e ly  te n d s  a lw a y s  to  b e  

s t r o n g e s t  a m o n g  th o s e  w h o  fo llo w  th e  G o d  o f  th e  

d e ta ils , r a t h e r  th a n  th e  G o d  o f  th e  b ig  p ic tu re .

S o  w h y  b o th e r  w i th  th is  q u e s t io n  o f  o w n e r s h ip ?  I 

th in k  b e c a u s e  i t  is so  o f te n  th e  u n v o ic e d  u n c e r ta in ty  

lu r k in g  b e h in d  o u r  co n flic ts . I t  is th e  q u e s t io n  b e h in d  

th e  e f fo r t  o f  a  w e l l - in te n t io n e d  c h u rc h  a d m in i s t r a to r  to  

“c le a n  u p ” a  w e l l - in te n t io n e d  c o l le g e  th e o lo g y  d e p a r t 

m e n t .  I t  is th e r e  w h e n  a  c h u rc h  m e m b e r  e x p re s s e s  

d o u b ts  a b o u t  h is  p a s t o r ’s o r th o d o x y , o r  w h e n  a n o th e r  

le a v e s  th e  C h u rc h  b e c a u s e  s h e ’s o u tg r o w n  th e  k in d  o f  

C h r i s t i a n i ty  sh e  h e a r s  th e re . I t  is b e h in d  th o s e  p o le s -  

a p a r t  p o in ts  o f  v ie w  in  S a b b a th  S c h o o l c la sse s . I t  

c o m e s  in to  p la y  in  th e  d e b a te s  o f  e a c h  G e n e r a l  

C o n fe re n c e  s e s s io n . W h o s e  c h u rc h  is it, an y w ay , w h e n  

w e  th in k  o f  i t  so  d if fe re n t ly ?  Y o u rs , o r  m in e ?

A  th o u g h t f u l  f r ie n d  o n c e  a sk e d  m e  ( d u r in g  a 

g o o d - n a tu r e d  a r g u m e n t ) ,  “W h o  a re  y o u  to  te l l  m e  

w h a t  a  S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n t i s t  s h o u ld  b e ? ” H e  c o n 

te n d e d  t h a t  a S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n t i s t  w a s  a n y o n e  w h o  

w a n te d  to  b e  o n e , a n d  c o u ld  d o  so  w i th  a c le a r  c o n 

sc ie n c e . I w a n t  h im  to  b e  r i g h t .  Y e t e x p e r ie n c e  h a s  

s h o w n  th a t  so m e  v a r ie t ie s  o f  A d v e n t i s t  th r iv e  b e t t e r  

t h a n  o th e r s ,  a n d  m a y  b e  m o r e  p r o d u c t iv e  to  b o o t. 

T h e y  a r e  lik e  th e  p la n t s  in  m y  g a r d e n  th a t  a p p e a r  to  

b e  c o m p le te ly  a t  h o m e , t h a t  th r iv e  a n d  p r o d u c e  b lo s 

s o m s  a n d  f r u i t .

T h e r e  a r e  o th e r  p la n t s  I h a v e  t r ie d  t h a t  s im p ly  d id  

n o t  d o  w e ll in  m y  so il a n d  c lim a te . T h e y  a r e  n ic e  to  

h av e , a n d  a d d  m u c h  b e a u ty , b u t  th e y  d o n ’t  p e r fo rm  lik e  

th e  n a tiv e s . W e  m ig h t  as w e ll  a d m it  t h a t  w e  h av e  

in h e r i t e d  a so il a n d  c l im a te  in  w h ic h  c e r ta in  k in d s  o f  

b e l ie v e r s  ta k e  r o o t  a n d  g r o w  a n d  r e p r o d u c e  (a t  le a s t  

e v a n g e lis t ic a l ly )  b e t t e r  th a n  o th e r s .

T h e  A d v e n tis t  C h u rc h , in  o u r  e a r ly  life, h o s te d  a 

v a r ie ty  o f  th eo lo g ie s . B u t w e  a re  n o  lo n g e r  y o u n g , an d  

w e ’re  like ly  ev en  le ss  l im b e r  th a n  w e  w ere . N o  s y s te m  is 

e n d le s s ly  a d a p ta b le  o r  eas ily  re e d u c a te d . I t  is n o t  c le a r  

h o w  fa r  w e  w ill b e  ab le  to  s t r a y  f ro m  o u r  e a r ly  h is to ry  

a n d  s till  m a in ta in  s t r e n g th  an d  p u rp o se , fo r  n o  m a t te r  

w h a t o u r  m o re  p ro g re s s iv e  th in k e rs  a re  th in k in g , so  

m u c h  o f  th e  C h u rc h  k eep s  f in d in g  i ts e l f  m o s t  a t  h o m e  

w ith  a  t r a d i t io n a l  fo rm u la tio n  o f  S e v e n th -d a y  A d v e n tism .

A Dangerous Observation
T h is  is, I s u s p e c t,  a d a n g e r o u s  o b s e r v a t io n  to  m a k e  in  

p r in t .  T h o u g h  I ’v e  in te n d e d  to  b e  b ro a d ly  d e s c r ip t iv e , 

n o t  p re s c r ip t iv e ,  s o m e o n e  c o u ld  re a d  h e re  t h a t  I th in k  

w e  o u g h t  to  a llo w  in  th e  C h u rc h  o n ly  o n e  k in d  o f  v e ry  

t r a d i t io n a l  r e l ig io u s  th in k in g .  O f  c o u rs e ,  th e r e  a re  

m a n y  “b ig  p ic tu r e ” b e l ie v e rs  in  th e  A d v e n t i s t  C h u rc h . 

S o m e  a r e  b o r n ,  so m e  e v o lv e d , so m e  h a v e  h a d  th is  

e x p a n s io n  o f  t h o u g h t  t h r u s t  u p o n  th e m  in  th e  f e r t i le  

c l im a te  o f  h ig h e r  e d u c a tio n . (S e ld o m  is i t  g iv e n  th e m  

b y  e v a n g e l is t ic  m e e tin g s ,  w h ic h  te n d  to  c r e a te  th e  

o th e r  k in d  o f  b e liev e r.)

C o u ld  w e, p e rh a p s , e n r ic h  m o re  o f  th e  C h u rc h  as 

w e  h a v e  o u r  u n iv e r s i t ie s  a n d  c o lle g e s , a n d  so  c r e a te  

m o re  “b ig  p ic tu r e ” A d v e n t is ts ?  P e rh a p s . B u t  so m e 

w h e re  in  th e  p ro c e s s  w e  w ill  s t i l l  f in d  o u r s e lv e s  h a v in g  

to  d e c id e  h o w  m a n y  o f  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  d e ta i ls  w e  c a n  

re d e f in e  b e fo re  th e  n a m e  o f  th e  C h u rc h  (a n d  th e  r e s t  o f  

th e  d e ta i l - th ic k  th e o lo g y  th a t  is  im p lie d  b y  th a t  n a m e )  

c e a se s  to  b e  a m e a n in g fu l  d e s c r ip t io n .

I th in k  th e  b e s t  w e  c a n  h o p e  fo r  is t h a t  th o s e  w h o  

a c c e p t  m y  a r g u m e n t  t h a t  th e  C h u r c h  h a s  b e e n  a n d  

w ill  a lw a y s  b e  m o s t  c o n g e n ia l  to  th o s e  w h o  liv e  a n d  

b e lie v e  i t  in  i t s  m o re  t r a d i t i o n a l  f o r m s — t h a t  i t  is, in  a



sense, their church—will not think it desirable to 
expunge the rest from the Church. I hope they realize 
that parthenogenic growth rarely serves any popula
tion well, including a religious one. The most dedicat
ed and useful, unchallenged by different points of 
view, lose vigor.

I think we are quite reasonable to expect our 
denomination to create room for big-picture believers.
I hope even the most traditional Seventh-day 
Adventists will realize that the Church will be poorer 
should they allot room within it only for those who 
think precisely like themselves. But we are probably 
not wise to expect the Church ever to become some
thing quite different than it set out to be. With a name 
and history like ours, I fear we haven’t been left as 
much room to maneuver as we might have liked.
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