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The Next Adventism

As the twenty-first century unfolds before us subtle shifts are under 
way The era of N orth American Adventism has passed within 
our lifetimes, and the day of Global Adventism has begun. This 

can be a difficult concept for N orth Americans to internalize given that 
the United States was the birthplace of the Church and continues to be its 
major financial support.

With our history and expertise we expect def
erence; with our dollars we want control. We think 
our definition of Adventism is the way it should be. 
Aren’t we the ones to be sending missionaries to 
foreign lands to share the gospel? Would we ever 
send the call to Africa to come over to North 
America to help us?

Yet African Christianity predates the European 
model and certainly existed before William 
Miller, Ellen White, Joseph Bates, and John Nevins 
Andrews began to put Adventism on the map.
The early Ethiopian Church even kept the Sabbath.

In his book, The Next Christendom: The Coming 
of Global Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), Philip Jenkins traces the history of 
Christianity, including the Eastern churches, and 
discusses “The Myth of Western Christianity.” 
Then he moves through the numbers and makes 
the case that the center of Christianity is moving 
to the Southern Hemisphere—Africa, South 
America, and Asia.

“Considering Christianity as a global reality 
can make us see the whole religion in a radically 
new perspective, which is startling and often 
uncomfortable,” he writes. “In this encounter, we 
are forced to see the religion not just for what it is, 
but what it was in its origins and what it is going to 
be in future. To take one example of these startling

rediscoveries, Christianity is deeply associated with 
poverty” (215).

Jenkins also suggests that ‘“Looking at 
Christianity as a planetary phenomenon, not merely 
a Western one, makes it impossible to read the New 
Testament in quite the same way ever again. The 
Christianity we see through this exercise looks like 
a very exotic beast indeed, intriguing, exciting, and 
a little frightening” (220).

In this issue we begin a discussion of the 
issues involved with global Adventism that will 
continue in a variety of forms over the next year. 
We are pleased to announce that P h i l i p  J e n k in s  

w i l l  a d d r e s s  th e  A A F  C o n fere n c e  o n  th e  N e x t  

A d v e n t i s m  th e  w e e k e n d  o f  O c to b e r  2 2 —24 , 2 0 0 4 ,  

at the Hueston Woods Retreat Center, near 
Dayton, Ohio. We invite you to consider joining 
us for a significant conversation about Global 
Christianity and Adventism.

To help provide us with a fresh perspective in 
this issue, we are pleased to welcome new voices 
to our pages: Gifford Rhamie of Newbold College; 
Gorden R. Doss from Andrews University; and Kim 
Osborn, a student at Pacific Union College. And so 
our adventure with the Next Adventism begins.

Bonnie Dwyer 

Editor
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Marriage in 2004
By Gary Chartier

In 2004, the Bush administration 
intends to invest significantly in pro
grams designed to highlight its com
mitment to supporting “traditional” 
marriage. Intimate relationships in our 
society are under threat from a variety 
of sources, especially our workplaces, 
which place increasing demands on all 
of us. It is important, therefore, to 
know that our intimate partnerships 
matter to public officials.

It would be unfortunate, however, if, 
because of a focus on conventional 
dfferent-sex marriages, both nontradi- 
tional different-sex relationships and 
same-sex relationships of various kinds 
received insifficient attention and support 
— or even proved to be objects of orches
trated campaigns of public hostility. Our 
intimate bonds are already too vulnerable, 
subject to too many threats and pressures.

The legal recognition of same-sex 
marriage, in particular, has proven 
to be a lightning rod. Politicians eager for 
a hot-button social issue they can use to 
distract voters from pressing economic and 

foreign policy concerns have zeroed in 
on same-sex marriage, claiming dubiously 
that it poses a profound threat to different- 
sex marriage.

It is ironic that conservative politi
cians, who profess to value personal virtue 
and communal stability, have so reflexively 
apposed the legal recognition of same-sex 
marriage. In fact, I believe, there is good

reason for people on both the right and the 
left of the political spectrum to believe that 
committed same-sex relationships deserve 
legal acknowledgment. In this essay, 
excerpted from a longer article, I attempt 
to show why.

The article originally appeared in 
print in 2001. Fortunately and unfortu
nately, it is, i f  anything, more relevant 
today.

We afford legal recognition for 
various sorts of marriages— 

civil, ecclesial, common law—for a 
variety of reasons. We want to pro
vide orderly means of disposing of 
property in case of divorce. We want 
to encourage the stability of families 
in order to foster the healthy develop
ment of children. We want to regular
ize the intergenerational transmission 
of property. Marriage serves impor
tant civic functions.

Marriage also serves to signify 
the community’s endorsement of a 
particular kind of relationship: in con
temporary America heterosexual and 
dyadic. It does so directly as a symbol, 
but also through the conferral of vari
ous legal privileges. Proponents and 
opponents of same-sex marriage 
rightly see the unavailability of mar
riage to same-sex couples as a sign 
that their relationships are communal
ly disfavored. Proponents argue for 
same-sex marriage as a sign of inclu
sion in the cultural mainstream for 
same-sex couples. Opponents argue

against it to preserve the moral 
integrity of the community, to dis
courage those who might be inclined 
to enter same-sex relationships from 
doing so, and to avoid encouraging 
those already involved in such rela
tionships to persist in them.

If the social functions of mar
riage were only utilitarian and sym
bolic, those unconvinced by my 
moral arguments might be warrant
ed in continuing to oppose legal 
recognition for same-sex marriage. 
There is however a third publicly 
important function of marriage: the 
cultivation of virtue. It is precisely 
because of their concern that the 
state promote public virtue that 
many people oppose same-sex mar
riage. However to say that marriage 
is a school for virtue means that 
marriage offers the partners distinc
tive opportunities to develop moral
ly, to foster in each other moral 
growth and to learn and practice a 
responsibility that extends beyond 
their relationship and into the wider 
public world. Taking seriously the 
capacity of marriage to further the 
development of virtue thus means 
making marriage available to same- 
sex couples.

While marriage may embody as 
clearly as any social institution the 
transition from status to contract as 
the basis for social interactions, it 
nonetheless remains a status relation
ship. We are not at liberty to define
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the  te rm s o f  the  m arriage  co n trac t 
how ever w e wish. T o  m a rry  is to  
accept— and putatively  to  endorse— a 
ra n g e  o f  p re -ex is tin g  societal expecta
tions. T h o se  expectations include p er
m anence and exclusivity.

P e rm a n e n c e  and  e x c lu s iv ity  
b o th  se rv e  th e  ends o f  love. B u t th a t 
does n o t  m ake th e m  c o n s is te n tly  
easy. S ocie ta l ex p e c ta tio n s  help  us 
to  take  th e m  seriously. P e rm an en ce

There is however a

and  ex c lu s iv ity  offer g re a t  g ifts  to  
m a rr ia g e  p a r tn e rs : security , self- 
confidence, freed o m  fro m  a lien a tin g  
iso la tion . A ctive  soc ie ta l en c o u ra g e 
m e n t o f  m a rr ia g e  th u s  m eans active 
e n c o u ra g e m e n t o f  th e  p ro v is io n s  o f  
th ese  g ifts. A  soc ie ty  th a t  cares 
a b o u t its  m em b ers  w ill w ish  th em  
to  en joy  th e  lib e ra tin g  and  em pow 
e r in g  ex p e rien ce  o f  m a rita l love. I t  
w ill a lso  re c o g n ize  th a t  p e rso n s  
th u s  lib e ra te d  and  em pow ered  w ill 
be m o re  fulfilled, m o re  capable, and  
so b e t te r  equ ipped  to  c o n tr ib u te  in  a 
v a r ie ty  o f  w ays to  th e  lives o f  o th 
e rs  o u ts id e  th e ir  fam ilies.

T aken  seriously, habits o f  con
stancy, tru s t, honesty, fairness, and 
com passion w ill be ev ident outside 
the  doors o f  people’s hom es. A  rela
tionsh ip  th a t affects a person  as p ro 
foundly as m arriage  is likely to  have 
ram ifications th a t ex ten d  well beyond 
th e  dom estic, n o t only because those 
w ho know  them selves loved m ay be 
b e tte r  ne ighbors and  citizens, bu t 
because those  w ho lea rn  to  love faith
fully in m arriage  w ill find it m ore  dif
ficult to  be u n tru s tw o rth y  and unde
pendable p ersons in general.

L ov ing  an o th er person  m eans 
a tten d in g  to  th a t person  as tru ly

o th e r than  oneself, acknow ledging  the  
independen t reality  and w o rth  o f her 
o r his perspectives and needs. F idelity  
to  an o th er m eans being  p repared  at 
least som etim es to  d isregard  one’s 
ow n advantage. C om m itm en t and 
love requ ire  lea rn in g  th a t one is n o t 
at the  cen ter o f  the  universe. T o  learn  
this con trac tion  o f the  se lf in faithful 
and  m arita l love is to  acquire a habit 
one can and likely will ca rry  in to  the

w ider w orld. A  m oral re lationship  
w ith  a p a r tn e r  fosters m oral relation
ship w ith  o th e r m em bers o f  one’s 
com m unity.

M a rr ia g e  p ro v id es  each p a r tn e r  
a sen se  o f  d ig n ity  an d  value. 
E m p o w e re d  and  in sp ire d  by  th e  
a w aren ess  o f  h e r  o r  h is ow n  w o rth , 
a p e rso n  can  c o n tr ib u te  m o re  effec
tiv e ly  to  pub lic  life. A n d  th e  u n c o n 
d itio n a l ca re  an d  love o f  a n o th e r  
can  be, as J. P h ilip  W o g am an  p u ts  
it, “d eep ly  h u m a n iz in g .” I t  can th u s  
o ffer a k in d  o f  g ra c e  th a t  can  equ ip  
a p e rso n  to  p lay  a m ea n in g fu l ro le  
in  th e  life o f  h e r  o r  h is com m un ity . 
T h e  in tim a te  c o m m u n ity  o f  a cou 
p le  is a g o o d  in its  ow n  r ig h t. 
F o s te r in g  m u tu a l g iv in g  o f  m a r
ria g e  p a r tn e r s  to  each o th e r  n o t  
o n ly  e m p o w ers  th e m  fo r public  
se rv ice  b u t a lso  fu r th e rs  th e ir  ow n 
w ell being .

M arriag e  also con tribu tes to  the  
m ain tenance o f  civil society. Stable 
couples con tribu te  to  stable social n e t
w orks. T h e y  are m ore likely to  set 
dow n roo ts  in local com m unities and 
to  invest tim e and en e rg y  in m ak ing  
those  com m unities thrive. Similarly, 
they  are  m ore likely to  help anchor 
sm all com m unities o f friends, w hich

can serve as especially im p o rtan t 
a lternatives to  m ore trad itional com 
m unities in an era  w hen  previously 
com m on p a tte rn s  o f  au th o rity  and 
connections have lo st considerable 
ap p ea l.... T h e ir  ow n shared  life can 
e x e rt a ripple effect on the  varied 
com m unities they  touch. Civil society 
depends on an a rray  o f  in te rtw ined  
com m unities. M arriages are am ong  
the  m ost im p o rtan t o f these  com m u

nities. S tro n g  m arita l re lationships 
con tribu te  to  the  g ro w th  and flourish
ing  o f healthy  com m unities. A nd this 
is tru e  w hether the  m arriages unite 
sam e-sex o r opposite  sex couples.

T h e  public recognition  o f  a m ar
riage th ro u g h  legal acknow ledgem ent 
and celeb rato ry  ritua l serves to  
s tre n g th en  a couple’s ties w ith  each 
other. Publicly m arried  couples are 
clearly  identified in the  m inds o f 
friends, family m em bers and the  gen 
eral public as couples. W h o  th ey  are  is 
different because they  are m arried . A t 
the  sam e time, it also rem inds them  
th a t the ir love for each o th e r appro
priately  issues in a public vocation, a 
responsib ility  to  con tribu te  to  the  
polis o u t o f  the  largesse  th a t love con
fers on them .

By con trast, as lo n g  as lesbians 
and gays are  m arginalized , th e ir 
unions will suffer from  pressu res to  
w hich the  m arriages and d a ting  re la
tionships o f  s tra ig h t couples are never 
subjected. B eing legally  and  publicly 
m arried  w ill increase the  o p p o rtu n ity  
for lesbians and gays to  give to  the ir

third publicly important function of marriage: 
the cultivation of virtue.
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various communities. By fostering the 
stability of lesbian and gay couples 
and integrating them more fully into 
the public world, same sex marriage 
will make our communities stronger. 
Marriages foster virtue in partners 
and enable them to grow morally, to 
contribute to each other’s humaniza
tion, to foster the development of 
their society. Marriage is not morally 
neutral; it is morally crucial.

Gary Chartier is an assistant professor of business law 

and ethics at La Sierra University, Riverside, California. 

This article is taken from “ Natural Law, Same 

Sex Marriage, and the Politics of Virtue,”  UCLA 
Law Review 48 .6  (Aug. 2001): 1593-1632.

The International Adventist 
Grapevine

W hen Pastor Ruimar DePaiva, 
his wife, Margareth DePaiva, 

and their eleven-year old son, 
Larrison, were killed in Palau in 
December, the international 
Adventist grapevine began buzzing.

The sensational story of an 
intruder murdering a missionary 
family sent shock waves around the 
world because the family involved 
had touched the lives of people in at 
least three different divisions of the 
Church. The missionaries were orig
inally from Brazil, had attended 
Andrews University in Michigan, 
and the father of the murdered pas
tor is the new field president for 
Sudan in the Middle East Union.

As chronicled by John P. 
Rutledge, legal counsel to Koror 
state government in Palau, another 
wave of e-mail messages went 
around the world after the family’s 
funeral with an incredible story of 
forgiveness. At the Pioneer Memorial 
Church in Berrien Springs, Michigan, 
Pastor Dwight Nelson read the story.

From there it went many direc
tions, including to the people of the 
Middle East Union. By the time it 
arrived in e-mail boxes in the United 
States, the story seemed to have circled 
the globe, proving that there is noth
ing like a story of forgiveness to bring 
people together, and nothing like the 
Adventist grapevine to share it.

Rutledge told of a long, 
remarkable ceremony. After four 
hours of speeches and remarks, 
Ruimar’s mom took the micro
phone. During the week she spent 
in Palau, she met with the man— 
Justin JJirosi—who had murdered 
her son, daughter-in-law, and only 
grandson. She prayed with him.
And she let him know that she had 
already forgiven him. He cried.

“Then, having just learned that 
Justin’s mother was at the service, she 
asked Ms. Hirosi to join her. Ruimar’s 
mom hugged her so warmly that the 
casual observer might have believed 
the two were long-lost friends. 
Together, they stepped to the micro
phone and Ms. DePaiva announced 
that they are ‘both mothers grieving 
for lost sons.’ You could have heard a 
pin drop. Absolute silence. And then 
the tears started.

“Ms. DePaiva went on. She 
implored the Palauan community to 
remove any shroud of blame that 
might otherwise cover Justin’s family. 
She declared that the DePaivas 
do not blame Justin’s family for the 
tragedy (and that no one else should 
either). ‘We raise our children; we 
educate them,’ Ms. DePaiva said (par
aphrasing, of course). ‘We teach them 
right from wrong. That is all we as 
mothers can do.’

“Next, the high chief of the island 
where the tragedy occurred came to 
the microphone. He announced that, 
‘If we follow Palauan tradition to its 
fullest extent, Melissa (the lone sur

vivor of the tragedy) is now a daugh
ter to Ms. Hirosi. And Ms. DePaiva is 
a mother to Justin.’ He expressed 
shame, regret and sorrow on behalf of 
Justin’s family, his clan and his entire 
tribe; after which, Justin’s uncle the 
most senior male member of the fami
ly, stepped forward.

“The High Chief explained that 
Justin’s family and clan, though of 
meager means, had sold many of their 
belongings and now desired to deliver 
$10,000 in cash to Melissa for her col
lege education. Frankly, I’ve never 
seen anything like it. And I’ve never 
been as emotionally moved. I wailed 
like a baby,” Rutledge wrote.

“I’ve always lived my life by the 
doctrine ‘Forgive, but don’t forget.’ 
Those days are done. I’m now a proud 
member of the DePaiva clan, and we 
do things a little differently. Love and 
forgiveness, that’s what it’s about.”

Drive for Regional 
Conference Continues in 

Pacific Union

Although the Pacific Union
Conference Executive Committee 

turned down a proposal to create a 
regional conference within its geo
graphic borders in November, a group 
of twelve black churches has formed a 
federation and continues to work for 
the creation of such a conference.

At a membership meeting in 
December, the Regional Fellowship 
elected seven officers. The group 
chose as its director Anthony Pascal, 
pastor of the Sixteenth Street Church 
in San Bernardino, California, and 
held another meeting in January to 
begin development of an operations 
manual.

Calling their organization a feder
ation of churches totally supportive of 
the Church and its structure, the



group plans to go to the North 
American Division to request status as 
a conference attached to the division, 
according to Charlie Jo Morgan, 
the spokeswoman for the group at the 
Pacific Union Executive Committee 
meeting.

After the proposal for the regional 
conference was presented to the 
Pacific Union Conference Executive 
Committee in November, Major C. 
White, retired Pacific Union secretary, 
responded with a list of reasons not 
to create such a conference. Forty-five 
minutes of questions and answers 
between the committee and the pre
senters followed these presentations.

According to the report of the 
session in the Pacific Union Recorder, 
‘After the presenters left the room, 
the committee discussed the issue for 
about an hour and then voted by 
secret ballot. Eight-nine percent voted 
against the proposal.”

The Union Committee also voted 
a statement on regional ministry 
giving four reasons for its denial of the 
proposal:

1. We are stronger as we address 
multicultural issues together. We are 
convinced that a multicultural expres
sion of God’s gift to the Church is the 
best way to achieve our mission to 
bring the gospel to every nation, kin
dred, tongue and people; and

2. The work of the Church would 
suffer loss if deprived of the best each 
group brings to the organization as a 
whole; and

3. Characteristically, Regional 
Conferences were formed where there 
were primarily two cultural groups, 
whereas the Pacific Union is multicul- 
turally diverse; and

4. The North American Division 
policy B 07 10 requires a favorable 
response of the Union Executive 
Committee to the proposal to organize 
a new conference.

Adventism in Africa
In 2003, the division infrastructure of church work in Africa was reorganized.

East-Central Africa Division
Churches -  8,082 
Membership -  2,012,030 
Population -  242,881,000 
Unions — 8 
Conferences -  41 
Health Care Institutions -  159 
Higher Education Institutions

Adventist University at Lukanga, Democratic Republic of Congo 
Adventist University of Central Africa, Rwanda 
Maxwell Adventist Academy, Kenya 
University of Eastern Africa, Kenya

Southern Africa-Indian Ocean Division
Churches -  5,638 
Membership -  1,569,033 
Population -  135,849,000 
Unions -  9 
Conferences -  37 
Health Care Institutions -  65 
Higher Education Institutions

Adventist University, Zurcher, Madagascar 
Solusi University, Zimbabwe

Western Africa Division
Churches — 2,567 
Membership -  640,851 
Population -  281,230,000 
Unions -  5 
Conferences — 37 
Health Care Institutions -  51 
Higher Education Institutions

Adventist University, Cosendai, Cameroon 
Babcock University, Nigeria 
Valley View University, Ghana

Trans-Mediterranean Territories
In addition, the countries of Morocco, Algeria, Libya, and the 
Western Sahara are part of the Trans-Mediterranean Territories in 
the Euro-African Division. Afghanistan, Tunisia, and Turkey are also 
part of this “Attached Field.”
Churches — 5 
Membership -  176
Population — 237,025,000 Source: 2003 SDA Yearbook
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Encountering the Ethiopian Eunuch
The Place of the Ethiopian Eunuch in the Book of Acts (8:26-40) 

and its Ethical Implications for Missions

By Gifford Rhamie

W ith  the sto ry  of the E thiopian eunuch in Acts 
chapter 8, Africans can authentically  trace 
their Christian roots back to the apostolic age. 

T his is ju s t one of m any fascinating aspects to this s to ry  
tha t takes the reader into a w orld of a very powerful 
international figure who accepts the gospel of Jesus Christ 
along his travels.

At face value, Luke's narrative reads as 
a beautiful conversion story, especially 
when set against the preceding story of 
Simon Magus (8:4-25). Yet it has been sug
gested that this narrative has scant connec
tion with the rest of Acts and adds little to 
the development of Luke’s narrative and 
theology, never mind his missiology.

In fact, the vast majority of commen
taries focus on the eunuch’s conversion, and 
in particular the baptismal formula men
tioned in verse 37, as an indicator of early 
set procedures and practices of baptism in 
the early Christian church.1 But few com
ment on the Ethiopian eunuch’s status, 
especially in light of Luke’s rhetorical strat
egy of chapter 8, and even less on the nar
rative’s strategy for missions in view of 1:8.2

This lack of comment has had the

unwitting effect of perpetuating the invisi
bility of the Ethiopian on the world scene 
of interpreters, even though Luke-Acts 
goes some way, whether directly or indi
rectly, to reflect the inclusive need of peo
ple of color to be seen as part of God’s 
new kingdom.3

Thus, there is a tendency to ignore 
basic questions such as:

What is an Ethiopian eunuch doing wor
shiping in Jerusalem during the Passover?

Who is he?
How is he able to read the Septuagint and 

why is he reading Isaiah 53?
Where is the Ethiopian going? Why Gaza?
Does his question to Philip for an expla

nation o f the text reveal something o f the 
acceptance of its authority, and a familiarity 
with Old Testament Hebrew tradition?
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Such questions are important because, as will be 
shown, the strategic place of the text of the Ethiopian 
eunuch (Acts 8:26-4-0) not only provides the missiological 
link to the early Christian Church in Africa but also has 
ethical implications for understanding missions today. In 
this way, the eunuch’s conversion foreshadows the inaugu
ration of the Gentile mission and its ultimate geographical 
and cultural scope symbolic of including all peoples.4.

The Story of the Eunuch
Let us recount the story with some annotated com
ments. According to Luke’s narrative, the eunuch had 
gone up to Jerusalem to worship (8:27). The time was 
probably the season following Pentecost of Acts 2. 
Pentecost was apparently quite an international affair 
with nationals from provinces of the Roman as well as 
Parthian empires (Acts 2:9—11).

The eunuch might have been in Jerusalem from 
even the time of the Passover, as it is unlikely that he 
would have traveled so far (several weeks journey) to 
worship and miss the most important event of the 
Jewish calendar. He was returning home via Gaza, a 
coastal town on the western tip of Palestine that 
would have provided transportation either by a coastal 
road or by sea to the Nile, where he would travel 
southward toward the capital city, Meroe, between the 
fifth and sixth cataracts of the Nile.5

The fact that he came from Ethiopia, which was 
deemed by Luke as “the ends of the earth” (Luke 11:31 ),6 
and purposefully to worship indicates that he was 
most likely a Jew, if not a Gentile God-fearer, or, but not 
necessarily the least likely, a full-fledged proselyte.7 
My preference for a Jewish identity comes out of the bur
geoning data of the historical records of Ethiopia. 
(Ethiopia is the popular appellation for Nubia, which cov
ered the then-vast parts of the sub-Sahara desert of Africa 
during ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism.)8

Oral tradition and DNA analysis convincingly 
accounts for the settlement of Jews in Ethiopia from 
the time of King Solomon due to his alleged dalliance 
with the Queen of Sheba.9 It should not come as a 
huge surprise that Jews from Africa regularly attended 
the festivals in Jerusalem, even if the Jews might not 
have fully accepted them.10

The fact that he was an Ethiopian eunuch could pose 
a double whammy to a modern reader. His “Ethiopian- 
ness” conjures up the many stereotypes of deprived, 
poor, marginalized, dispossessed, malnourished, under

developed Africans. His eunuch status, on the other hand, 
raises questions of virility or, for that matter, sterility 
and of a complicated gender, not least dubious sexuali
ty.11 Hence, he was a marginal of the marginalized.

To Luke’s readers, however, the Ethiopian might 
have represented a prestigious, powerful figure if partially 
in terms of his ethnicity, then most certainly in terms 
of his social status because he was a key member of the 
government of Queen Candice, the traditional title of the 
dynasty of queens, rather like that of pharaoh.

The suggestion of his ethnicity presenting a physical 
force to be reckoned with comes from the way in 
which the ancients viewed Africans. From the time of 
Homer, the Greeks and later the Romans would nor
mally measure people of color against, for example, the 
blackness of the Ethiopian skin.12 Their internation
ally  was often acclaimed for their inclusive education, 
their bravery on the seas, and the wealth of resources 
that would accompany them for commerce.13

The Ethiopian eunuch was not merely an object 
of exotic curiosity, but an influential, imposing figure 
of power, wealth, and prestige. Even his identity 
as a eunuch, although rendering him marginalized in 
Jerusalem, could have conceivably been viewed with 
admiration on the part of fellow Africans.14 He was 
both marginal and elite at the same time.

In short, the Ethiopian eunuch stood paradoxically 
for Imke as a premier prototype, symbolic of including 
all peoples, representative of the ultimate geographical, 
cultural, and gender scope of the spread of the gospel.

Rather than triggering cognitive dissonance in his 
readers, Luke’s inclusion of this story could have added 
credibility, honor, and status to a fledgling Christianity 
for converting not merely a remote figure, in terms 
of his origins in the outer regions of the then-known 
world, but a wealthy, educated, and aristocratic figure— 
someone the likes of Theophilus (1:1-4) might have 
welcomed.15

Now, I do not wish to dilute and thereby deny any 
dissonance the prominence given to an Ethiopian in 
Luke might have caused in later readers, for it is well 
known that later rabbinic tradition held very negative 
views of blacks in antiquity.16 The point here is, 
though, that he stood with all his inconsistencies and 
inherent contradictions as a suitable candidate to 
embody the raison d’etre of 1:8c.

The significance of Ethiopia as a fulfillment of 1:8, 
as symbolic of the “ends of the earth,” has been all 
too lost in the exegesis of modern scholars. Few seem



to have noticed that in the context of culture this 
baptized and now fully fledged member of the new 
Christian family, indeed this Ethiopian, is returning to 
his home with a mission. In support of this, the 
Western MSS longer variant reading of the Holy 
Spirit falling upon the eunuch before sending him on 
his way rejoicing (8:39) is undoubtedly efficacious of a 
departing with intent, missiological intent.17

T h e re  is a clear reason  for Luke n o t p u rsu in g  th is tra 
je c to ry  o f  m issions, for n o t p rocessing  his readers th ro u g h  
th e  sp read  o f  th e  gospel in E thiopia. L uke’s in te re s t cen-

T h e  em phasis o f  th e  q u o te  is c learly  to  p ro je c t th e  
hum iliation-exaltation  experience o f Jesus C hrist, a p a tte rn  
th a t is a fea tu re  o f  L uke’s w r itin g  (Luke 1:52; 3:5—6; 
5:12-26; 14:11; 18:9-14, 24:25-27).22 T h is  la n g u a g e  o f  
rev e rsa l o f  fo rtu n e s  cou ld  w ell have had  rh e to ric a l 
im p ac t on  th e  eunuch  g iven  how  he m ig h t have been 
g e n e ra lly  received in  Jerusalem .

The explication of the text, Isaiah 53:7-8, by Philip 
was most likely a recapitulation of an early evangelistic 
strategy of apologetics for converting Jews, if not fully 
developed, then in inchoate form. A similar ploy by

tered around the activities of the apostles, especially Paul, 
“the apostle to the Gentiles” (see Acts 13:46, 47). Conse
quently, Luke colludes with a cultural ideology that focuses 
on Rome as the center of the Mediterranean world, 
with the outer regions of Spain to be eventually explored, 
with Ethiopia not even in the running.18

Hence, by shifting the center from Jerusalem, if 
only ideologically, the case for Christianity being for 
all people is emphatically made. Paul’s focus becomes 
Luke’s focus, which in turn becomes the reader’s focus. 
This has the unwitting effect of making “the darker 
races outside the Roman orbit ... circumstantially 
marginalised by NT authors.”19

Consequently, the sociopolitical realities of the text 
could deny the modern reader of new possibilities of a 
vision of racial inclusiveness and universalism. One has 
only to examine maps of the New Testament world, 
for example, and see the paucity of information on 
Africa. Africa is not there; only the northern region of 
the Nile— Egypt.20

Notice that the eunuch was reading aloud. It was 
uncommon for one in antiquity to read silently to one
self. Everyone read aloud. But the eunuch was reading the 
Isaiah scroll, in particular the Suffering Servant passage 
of chapter 53, which is projected in literary terms as 
“the structural pivot of the entire eunuch story.”21 Luke 
does not have the eunuch read the entire passage, but it 
is substantial enough to warrant due study by him.

Jesus h im se lf  w ith  th e  tw o  m en  on th e  ro ad  to  E m m a u s 
(Luke 24:13-35) cou ld  be invoked here . T h u s , th e  Isa iah  
te x t  p ro b ab ly  e m erg ed  in  ea rly  C h ris tia n ity  as a foun 
d a tio n a l ch a tech is tic  (o r even  p ro p h e tic ) te x t, p ro v in g  
th e  m a rty rd o m  o f  th e  M e ssiah .23

G iv e n  th is  e v a n g e lis t ic  p la tfo rm , i t  is v e ry  lik e ly  
th a t  th e  t e x t  w as  b e in g  re a d  a n d  ta lk e d  a b o u t in 
Je ru sa le m  in th e  a f te rm a th  o f  th e  w itn e s s  o f  J e s u s ’ 
d e a th  an d  r e s u r re c t io n ,  w h e re  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  
sp e a k in g  in to n g u e s  m u s t have caused  q u ite  a stir. T h is  
m u s t  hav e  p la y e d  on  th e  m in d  o f  th e  e u n u c h  as he  
tra v e le d , a n d  as is e v id e n t f ro m  th e  te x t ,  th e  H o ly  
S p ir it se ized  th e  o p p o rtu n ity .

After receiving satisfactory guidance, where the 
topic of baptism must have arisen along the way, the 
eunuch is foregrounded in the story and given promi
nence. He exerts his authority and almost demands to 
be baptized at once (36-38). Philip acquiesces. Then 
they both emerge out of the water with the Holy Spirit 
falling upon the eunuch and the angel of the Lord 
snatching Philip away.

All of this took place before Saul’s conversion. The 
Suffering Servant text of Isaiah (Chap. 53) no doubt 
became the eunuch’s catechism. Charles E. Bradford 
calls him, “the first missionary with a national con-
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The significance of Ethiopia ... as symbolic of the “ ends of the earth,” 
has been all too lost in the exegesis of modern scholars.
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stituency.”24 Luke’s strategic employment of the text 
undoubtedly provides a clue to the spiritual mandate 
for such a sociopolitically, commanding man.

Moreover, the longer plausible MSS reading of 
Acts 8:39 posits the Holy Spirit as falling upon the 
Ethiopian as a result of the baptism which is not only 
an allusion to but also a fulfillment of 1:8, whereupon 
receiving the Holy Spirit the disciples were bound by 
power to evangelize. The Ethiopian went “on his way 
rejoicing,” not merely with an emotional, holy dance, 
but full of the Holy Spirit, full of missiological in ten-

n o ta b le  re c o rd  o f  su ffe rin g  u n d e r  p e rse c u tio n . W e have 

re c o rd s  o f  th is  p r im a r ily  b ecause  th e  p ro v in ces  w ere  
p a r t  o f  “re p re se n ta tiv e ” C h ris tian ity , m e a n in g  th a t  
N o r th  A frica c o n s titu te d  th e  s o u th e rn  re g io n  o f  th e  
R om an  E m p ire  an d  th u s  fo rm ed  p a r t  o f  th e  locus o f  
C h ris tia n  activ ity .

It w as a tim e w hen  m a rty rd o m  w as th e  te s t o f  
C hristianity . T h is  section  o f  th e  church  p rovided  m uch  o f 
the  in te llectual personnel w ho  developed the  g ro u n d w o rk  
o f  C hristian  theology. F o r exam ple, O rig en  th e  founder, 
one m ig h t say, o f  m o d ern  system atic  theo logy ; and the

tion. Herein lies the subtext of missiological intent.
The Ethiopian eunuch was to reach an entire nation, 

rather on the scale of Paul’s mission to the European-domi
nated Gentile world, and his was a first in the Christian era.

If one sees the European trajectory of church 
growth emanating from 1:8 with its territorial expan
sionism across Asia and Europe as the central concern 
of Luke (since he is eventually following Paul’s story), 
then surely the Ethiopian eunuch’s story ought to 
be relegated to a footnote. The problem, however, is 
the prominence that Luke gives to the story. It is too 
significant to Luke to be footnoted.

The story has to be construed in light of the fuller 
plot of 1:8, not merely territorially but ethnically. Only 
then will the Ethiopian story be seen for what it is: 
a symbol of the conversion of all nations, and of the 
fulfillment of 1:8c as mission “to the end of the 
earth.”25 So although Luke eventually follows Paul’s 
work, he pauses for a significant while on the 
incursions made into the ends of the world, Africa.26

The Church in Africa
By the second century C.E. churches were already 
established in Africa.27 Between Egypt and the stretch 
of North Africa, which the Romans incidentally 
referred to as “Africa” even though they were both 
provinces of the Roman Empire, churches had a

three African lawyers, Tertullian, Cyprian, and 
Augustine, who laid the foundations of Western theology.

This was so because the North African church 
pioneered the vernacular use of Latin. It was working 
with the fashionable Latin (the soon-to-become ecclesio- 
logical language), whereas the church in Rome was still 
working in Greek. Interestingly, Victor, the first bishop 
of Rome, wrote his letters in Latin and was from Africa.

In the meantime, the gospel was taking root in 
Ethiopia. This surfaces in fourth century literature. 
Rufmus, for example, cites the story of Frumentius and 
Aedesius, two Syrian Christians, who were ship
wrecked off the coast of what is now Eritrea (Horn of 
Africa) and taken to the capital, Axum, where because 
of the kind show of hospitality they settled.28

Since the Ethiopians were accustomed to hosting 
foreigners, the new settlers noticed how tolerant the 
people were in matters of religion, as, indeed, Africans 
tend to be. They were amazed at the evidence of 
Christianity and Hebraism so freely practiced among 
the indigenous even though the emperor at the time,
Ella Amida, practiced paganism.29 This has much to 
commend for pluralism, with its inherent characteristics 
of tolerance and respect for the other’s set of values.

After the death of the emperor, King Ezana, who 
was a monotheist anyway, joined Christianity and the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church was instituted in 331 C.E. 
as the national church. In the same year Emperor

This section of the church provided much of the intellectual personnel 
who developed the groundwork of Christian theology.



Constantine was converted to Christianity, which implies 
that the Christian Church in Ethiopia enjoyed the status 
of national provenance before the Church in Rome.

However, it must be noted that Christianity was 
Ethiopianized (indigenized) more than Ethiopia was 
Christianized. In other words, the religion was incar
nated into the culture of the day, and thereby owned by 
the indigenous. Hence, it was comfortable with itself 
and confident with its identity. This, it must be empha
sized, was without getting territorial in the “Christen
dom,” or expansionist, sense of the word, as was 
already the practice in Western Christianity.

Thus, cultural as well as ecumenical diversity was 
built into the psyche of the early Ethiopian church.30 
It was at this time and in this context that the church 
in Ethiopia forged close lasting ties with the church in 
Alexandria, the then-capital of Egypt, during the time 
of Patriarch Athanasius, while maintaining its distinct 
form of Christianity.

Cross-Cultural Diffusion
It would appear that the motive over the centuries for 
maintaining ties with Christians so far away was that 
they saw Christianity as one organic whole. This sense 
of an umbilical cord linking the isolated Ethiopia with 
the outside world over the years, yea centuries, is a 
witness to Christian universality. Yet this universality 
did not negate the unique interpretations and practices 
of Christianity. This might have something to say 
about a phenomenon of Christianity that Andrew 
Walls calls “cross-cultural diffusion.”31

By this, Walls refers to the way centers of 
Christianity have adapted to the impact of a new culture 
—religious or social—without compromising its core 
beliefs. This could be seen in Acts 15, for example, in 
the way Jewish Christians soon accepted the legitima
cy of a Gentile expression of Christian religion exclu
sive of circumcision and, say, separatism.

The church had to be vulnerable, if fragile. In this 
case, the Jewish form of Christianity with the “old-style” 
believers retaining the Torah-keeping way of devotion 
to the Messiah, characteristic of the Jerusalem church, 
soon gave way to the vibrant innovative Gentile church, 
with the death of James the Elder probably prompting 
the former’s demise.

Here the center of gravity shifted from Jewish 
Christianity to Hellenistic Christianity. At different 
times, different peoples and different places have

become the church’s center. Then the “baton,” to use 
Walls’s metaphor, is passed on to another.32

This is what we witnessed in the early Ethiopian 
church. Cultural diversity was built into its origins 
in that it embraced an ecumenical partnership with a 
distinctly different community in Alexandria, Egypt. 
Over the centuries, however, Ethiopia hosted a 
Christian “empire,” whereas Alexandria was swallowed 
up in an Islamic one.

Today, we are witnessing a resurgence of 
Christianity in Africa. What is noteworthy is its deep 
sense of belonging to its Ethiopian-Christian past.

Walls cites an example. More than a century ago, 
different groups of African Christians independent 
of each other, dotted all over the continent, and frus
trated by missionary control, established churches free 
of Western missionaries.

When they did so, some took on the title, “Ethiopian,” 
to assert their Africanness, adopting the famous text 
beloved by all Africans, that Ethiopia will “stretch forth 
her hands to God” (Ps. 68:31).33 This instinct driven by a 
keen consciousness ought to be taken seriously.

Thus, Africans can authentically trace their 
Christian roots not only to Africa but virtually back to 
the apostolic age. This has serious implications for the 
way mission is understood in Christianity today.

C hristianity in Africa cannot be treated as colo
nial crumbs from the European master’s table. 
Christian origins, discourse, and the history of 

Christian missions need to recover the place of Africa 
from the margins.

Although Greco-Roman categories have influenced 
African Christianity, it owes most of its formation to 
Hebraistic influences. It has more in common with 
Hebrew thinking and practice than with the Greco- 
Roman worldview.

African Christianity was not launched with an 
impoverished beginning at the gratuitous mercy of foreign 
missionaries, but, as has been shown exegetically, 
enjoyed a rich indigenous historical beginning most 
likely at the hands of the Ethiopian eunuch. Indeed, 
Luke meant for his readership to understand that the 
eunuch once empowered by the Holy Spirit left with 
missiological intent.

Although Christianity was born in an eclectic
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context within African life that resonated with much of 
the culture of Old Testament Scripture, its birth was 
probably not as syncretistic as the religious context 
of its counterpoint in the West, especially in the outer 
region of the Roman Empire toward the Barbarian 
(Greco-Roman language) countries of Central and 
Northern Europe.

Just as the Ethiopian eunuch came to symbolize for 
Luke the fulfillment of the plot of 1:8c (“And you will 
be my witness ... in the ends of the earth”), so African 
Christianity ought to be seen as the embodiment of all 
peoples, even with their inherent inconsistencies and 
contradictions. In this way, the example of indigenized 
Christianity could serve as a template for a Christianity 
in the West that is attempting to reinvent itself.

The African religious reality is pluralistic. Tradi
tional religions, Islam, and Christianity, existed and 
still exist side by side in many varieties, and “that’s 
OK,” to use a colloquialism.34 Because of this, the cul
tural diversity that was built into its origins predis
posed it for collaborative work with other religions.

The history of Christianity from the Apostolic Age 
is incomplete and one-sided when the African data is 
not given. This has serious pedagogical implications.

Does the standard Adventist prophetic interpreta
tion of, say, Daniel 2 with respect to the feet of “iron 
and clay” and ten toes need revising in light of the 
African story?

Indeed, given Western preoccupation with the 
Middle East, Europe, and America, where is Africa in 
eschatology?

Perhaps, then, in light of the above and as a show 
of solidarity with the rest of Christianity we could 
adopt a missionary song composed by the nineteenth- 
century Lovedale Mission Press, as did the new South 
Africa for its National Anthem:

Nkosi sikelef I Afrika : God bless Africa
Makube njalo. : May it be so for ever.35
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latter could account for Luke’s uncharacteristic failure to label the 
religious status of the eunuch. Indeed it could have formed part of 
the cultural knowledge of Luke’s readers or, not least, himself.

8. You will find this along with the commercial and religious

than 50 percent of the members of the Lemba’s hereditary priestly 
clan have it, indicating that they, too, are cohanim.

10. Rebecca Denova in The Things Accomplished Am ong Us: 
Prophetic Tradition in the Structural Pattern o f  Luke-A ds (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1992), 173, sees the Pentecost scene of 
the League of Nations as a fulfillment of Jewish eschatological 
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Mishna also enforces the Deuteronomic ban against eunuchs (m. 
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ago. “Beta Israel Studies Toward the Year 2000,” in Steven Kaplan, 
Tudor Parfitt, and Emanula Trevisan Semi, eds., Between Africa and 
Zion (Jerusalem: Ben Zvi Institute, 1995), 9-20; T. Parfitt and E. 
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Hope in the Land of 
Dried Corn and Salted Coffee

Text and Photographs By Kimberly Osborn

W ithou t fully com prehending my task, I took it 
upon m yself as a college in te rn  to v isit and 
in terv iew  four hundred homes in the tow n of 

Gimbie, Ethiopia. My plan was to photograph and survey 
the living conditions of the community and then to hand 
this information over to the organization that had sponsored 
me, Adventist Health International.

Yes, I got my information: the number 
of children living in each home; who had an 
education; what they ate in the course of a 
day; how many animals they owned; where 
they got their water; and whether or not 
they shared an outhouse with their neigh
bors. I have a drawer full of surveys and 
interviews ready to be entered into what 
looms before me as a nightmarish database.

Four hundred homes later and several 
months back into school, the first family I 
interviewed floats easily to the surface of my 
memory, as oil on water. How could it not? 
That home was the beginning ...

“It was our many years’ plan to improve 
our daily life, such as to have enough daily 
food, clothes, shelter. But we couldn’t because

of financial income problems.” These were the 
translated words of a twenty-nine-year-old 
mother living in a shack, attempting to sus
tain her three children.

I looked at Jiregne, my translator, for 
help. “Ask her what they usually eat.”

The exchange in Oromifa was brief 
before he turned to me. “She says, ‘what you 
see is what we eat.’” There had been three 
pieces of corn roasting over a fire of smol
dering coals, but not any longer. Scanning 
the shack, I saw they had been scattered 
across the dirt floor, work of Addisu, the 
two-year-old baby of the family who looked 
half that age.

While wondering whether or not there 
was more corn elsewhere, I saw another
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child pick up one of the grimy discarded pieces anc. begin 
chewing it. My eyes desperately searched the snack for 
further proce of food, only to see Addis j , new sitting 
with a long stick of sugarcane, sucking away contentedly.

“What you see is what we eat ”
What 1 saw was not enough. My next question was, 

“Have you ever gone without food?”
“Sometimes.”
“How long?”
“Two cays ... at the most ”
Not only was the family malnourished, none of its 

members had shoes, their roof leaked, and the eldest 
daughter, age nine, had tuberculosis.

That home was the beginning. Origirtally my 
plan had been to interview several families. I 
wanted to visit one home from each economic 
level in the community. I asked my translator 
to find the poorest home he could. He did, a ten-

minute walk from Gimb-e Adventist Hospital.
I rememoer the shock: the tin roof that leaked; the 

bare feet or” the family; those three pieces of corn. I 
remember trudging unde" the rain and through the thick 
mud of Ethiopia, wondering how many other families in 
Gimbie lived in equally painful conditions.

Thus the great survey was born. What started out as 
four interviews turned into four hundred. My quest was 
to discover the physical challenges of living—surviving— 
in Gimbie.

But there is something else I got when I visited the 
homes, something I was not prepared for. Everyone in 
Gimbie has a story; and along with giving me the small 
everyday details asked in my survey, they gave me the 
history of their existence. They entrusted me with the 
task of chromcling their iives.

In each home I visited I found a detail, unique to each 
house, that helped jar my memory later in the week when 
1 went over the interviews. This home had climbing pink 
roses around the window. On the porch sat two teenage



girls braiding each other’s hair, the little sister watching 
from the dark doorway. Inside were chickens, a clothesline 
piled with tattered worn clothes, a crude wooden table 
and chair, a rusted bed frame in the corner. On the wall 
was a poorly developed photograph of a handsome young 
man, the oldest son. A year ago he was to be married, but 
the morning of the wedding he committed suicide.

What must it have been like for the prospective bride. She 
rented the frilly Western-style gown that all the girls in town 
rented for their weddings—she even bought new shoes. Yesterday 
she went to the beauty parlor to have her hair braided and 
curled, and today she is in her home, nails being painted by her 
mother, sisters in the room giggling.

One of her brothers runs in, breathless, sweating, the red 
dirt of Ethiopia smattered across his trousers. He tells her there 
will be no wedding. Her groom has shot himsef.

There I sat, in his family’s home. The members were 
poor farmers—very poor. For breakfast they ate dried 
corn and drank salted coffee. For lunch they had roasted 
corned and salted coffee. For dinner they ate flat bread 
(made from corn), topped with a sauce from ground peas. 
And they drank salted coffee.

I was there for lunch. Out came a bowl of dried 
corn kernels to munch on, along with broken pieces of 
roasted corn on the cob. I asked my translator if 
Ethiopians eat corn with butter. I told him that’s how 
many Americans eat it—boiled, buttered, and salted. 
The father wanted to know what we were talking 
about and my translator told him. Ten minutes later 
the mother came out with one of the children, huge 
smiles on their faces. Before me she placed a dirty 
bowl lined with banana leaves that cradled fresh corn 
smothered in Ethiopian butter and salt.

No, I didn’t want this; I was only trying to make 
small talk. You must understand; Ethiopian butter 
is expensive—a small luxury—and water must be 
hauled from the river, a forty-five minute walk away. 
No, this is not what I meant; I don’t even like 
Ethiopian butter.

A massive lump formed in my throat as I swallowed 
each bite of boiled buttered corn. Eor the sake of their 
pride and dignity, I did not give my tears free reign. How 
can I explain the significance of that corn? Every family 
I had visited wanted something from me. All this family 
wanted was to give me something.

As my translator, Jiregne, and I walked back to the 
hospital, I asked him why the son had committed suicide. 
Jiregne could not give any concrete reason, other than 
that he had lost hope.
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H
ope. I t  is a small word, but one that plagued my 
entire summer. W h en  news go t ou t in tow n that 
a foreigner was visiting and interviewing, people 
began to  approach m e on the streets, asking, 
begging— demanding— that I visit their homes. T h ey  were 

hopeful tha t I had som ething tangible to  give. E very  day I 
did interviews, requests w ere laid ou t before me:

“C an you sp o n so r m y ch ild ren  so th ey  w ill have an 
education?”

“C an you pay for m y h e a r t m edicine?”
“Can you find m e a new  cam era?”
“W ill you m arry  m e so I can get a visa to  your country?” 
“C an you give m e som e clo thes so I will be w arm  at 

n ig h t? ”
“C an you help us buy a new  ro o f? ”
“W ill you help us buy a house?”
“C an you help  m e find a jo b ? ”
“C an you help m e? I’m  fourteen , crippled, and  have 

no  family.”
“C an you help us?”

Jireg n e  w ould patien tly  explain  th a t I d idn ’t  have any
th in g  to  give, bu t he w ould  then  tack on the  explanation , 
“there  is a plan for the  future! T h e re  is hope.” T h is  hope is 
a n u tritio n  education rehabilita tion  village (NERV) th a t 
R ichard H art, head o f  A H I, w an ts to  build  in G im bie. T h e  
vision o f N E R V  is to  build a m odel village w here  families 
spend four to  six weeks lea rn in g  abou t sanitation , hygiene, 
n u tritiona l cooking, and farm ing  m ethods, as well as how  
to  raise and care for livestock.

A fter the  fam ily “g ra d u a te s” it w ill r e tu rn  to  its ow n 
com m unity  p repared  to  share  its  new found know ledge 
w ith  n e ighbo rs  and family. T h e re  is also a p lan  to  use 
N E R V  as a m eans for A ID S /H IV  education , a p rob lem  
th a t has engulfed  sub-S aharan  A frica in th e  la s t several 
years and  is rap id ly  spreading.

R a th e r  th a n  g iv in g  a h a n d o u t th a t  d ies w h en  c o n 
sum ed , H a r t  is g iv in g  peo p le  a ch an ce  to  tak e  in itia 
tive, to  develop  th e ir  ow n  reso u rces. H e  is g iv in g  th em  
a hope  fo r th e  fu tu re  o f  th e  com m unity , a h ope  th a t  
A H I h as been  fe e d in g  fo r th e  la s t  five y e a rs  w ith  its



takeover of Gimbie Adventist Hospital (GAH).
Originally built in 1947, GAH had deteriorated to 

the point that the government of Ethiopia threatened to 
shut it down in 1997. The Church was given a twelve- 
month period of grace, in which the conditions of the old 
hospital were either to be improved or a new building 
was to be raised. AHI stepped in, taking full responsibili
ty for improving the old hospital, and in the spring of 
1998 it broke ground for a new building. After a little 
more than five years of construction and negotiations, the 
new hospital was finally completed this past year. In 
December 2003, its doors officially opened to the public.

Gimbie s hospital is not the only one that AHI has 
resurrected. The organization has hospitals in Cameroon, 
Rwanda, Tchad, Zambia, Guyana, and Haiti. Most recent
ly, it has been given ten hospitals in India, and hopes to 
support hospitals in Southeast Asia.

It is a staggering task to reconstruct a hospital. 
Numerous challenges need to be taken into consideration. 
Hart told me that it takes approximately five years for AHI 
to turn around a struggling hospital: “One has not only to 
upgrade the buildings and replace the equipment, but more 
importantly to change the culture of the place with staff 
morale, procedures, external relations, and so forth.... Be 
assured there were many years of struggles before we got 
to the place where people believed in GAH again.”

It is easy to be intimidated by the large numbers, to 
be overwhelmed by the vast task ahead. It is easy to get 
lost in the bigger picture, to boil the existences of so 
many down to a statistic, a tax refund for a donation. It is 
easy to read numbers, but it is impossible to forget the 
pain in the eyes of a mother desperate to feed her child. 
Lest we forget, the daunting task of AHI is for the indi
viduals, for the families, the children of a community.

Approximately two hundred homes into my 
survey, I began to burn out. Home after 
home seemed more precariously perched on 
the edge of existence than the last. So often 

I would think, “it can’t get worse than this.” Then the 
next home would be worse. In Gimbie, the face of 
poverty is not just ugly, it is demonically grotesque. I 
began to question what right I had to visit homes, giv
ing people hope, knowing full well that my pictures 
and interviews might help someone else, but not them.

One day I found myself in one of the worst parts of 
town. It was a community of people living with physical 
handicaps, most of them beggars. A German nongovern

ment organization had built the rows of small dirt homes 
approximately forty years ago. Just as forty years is 
the mortality rate for Ethiopians, so it is for their houses. 
The roofs looked like kitchen sieves; the walls inside 
were black from smoke, and the community outhouse had 
become a mere hole in the ground.

As I stood inside the room of an old crippled beggar, my 
conscience broke. I told Jiregne to tell the man that whatever 
I did was for the future; it would most likely not affect him 
directly. Unlike most people I interviewed, who looked away 
when they spoke, this man looked me directly in the eve.
I heard Jiregne next to me relay the message: “The man, he 
says ‘It’s all right. Hope is good for these people.’”

Hope is good. That man knew what I had failed to see: 
in order for a community to survive there must be hope. 
Even if individual needs are not met, there must still be a 
desire for the community, a selfless desire. That old crip
pled beggar was giving what he had to help those around 
him—his hope for their children. This is the hope that 
AHI is reaching out to address.

“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the 
Lord, “.... plans to give you hope and a future” (Jer. 29:11).

Kimberly Osborn is a senior English/photography major at Pacific Lnion 

College. In the summer of 2003, she spent two months in Gimbie, Ethiopia, 

as an intern for Adventist Health International.
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God’s W ill for the Wealthy and the Poor
by Gorden R. Doss

As the tw en ty -first cen tu ry  commences, the way 
the A dventist Church engages the w orld for 
C hrist is s trong ly  influenced by the relative 

w ealth and poverty  of its m em bership. A bout 85 percent 
of A dventism ’s 13 m illion m em bers live in the poorer 
regions of the world, which is w here m em bership 
g row th  is m ost rap id .1 T he N orth  Am erican Division, 
b irthplace of the Church, accounts for only 8 percent of 
the m em bership but about tw o-th irds of its to tal income. 
O ne-th ird  of the m em bership is in C entral and South 
Am erica and ano ther th ird  is in Africa.

How can the smaller group of richer 
Adventists and the larger group of poorer 
Adventists come together for unified 
action? Part of the answer to this question 
is found in really listening to each other— 
especially on issues of wealth and poverty.

I am a “missionary kid” who grew up 
and then worked in Malawi, Africa. In 2002, 
I returned to Lunjika Secondary School to 
conduct an ethnographic field research proj
ect titled, “Theology of Wealth and Poverty 
Among a Group of Malawian Seventh-day 
Adventists.” This article briefly discusses 
some of its major findings.

Malawi is one of the ten poorest 
nations and forty-nine least 
developed countries in the 

world.2 The HIV/AIDS epidemic is devas
tating the nation’s already weak economy. 
The Lunjika area is beset by multiple fac
tors of poverty that are interlinked and 
persistent. The area is isolated from public 
transportation and has few employment 
opportunities. Most local people depend on 
subsistence farming but the population has 
outgrown the available farmland and the 
soil is overcultivated. Expensive commer
cial fertilizer must be used to produce any



crops at all. Recent corn crops have been so poor that 
many people have suffered extended periods of hunger 
and malnutrition.

All the people I interviewed for my research proj
ect were in relative poverty in which the resources to 
fulfill family aspirations or work expectations were 
inadequate even if life’s necessities of food and shelter 
were present. Several were in extreme poverty, where 
daily life was a struggle just to find life’s necessities 
and survive.

What I found in my interviews with these people is 
that they understand wealth and poverty differently 
from typical Americans. (There are Americans who 
agree with Malawians.) For instance, this group 
believes that God decides who will be wealthy or poor. 
Humans can cooperate with God through hard, intelli
gent work within the boundaries he sets. Some whom 
God wills to be wealthy may live in poverty through 
sin and sloth. Others whom God wills to be poor may 
become prosperous temporarily through evil means but 
eventually will return to poverty. The unavoidable con
clusion is that God has decided that Africa will be poor, 
whereas America and other nations will be wealthy.

This finding raises a number of questions. Why do 
supposedly free-will, Wesleyan-Arminian Adventists 
subscribe to predestination of wealth and poverty? Does 
this view extend to soteriology—their understanding of 
salvation? Is there a gap in our theological education? If 
we deny that God wills Africa to live in perpetual pover
ty, what causes it and what responsibility do affluent 
Adventists have to alleviate Africa’s pain and suffering?

Past failures in development aid to Africa lead 
some Americans to say that we should withhold aid 
because poverty is the Africans’ own fault or not to

worry about it because we can’t solve the problem. 
Although the role of official corruption in perpetuating 
poverty needs to be acknowledged and addressed in 
the manner aid is given, abandoning Africa is neither 
ethically nor missiologically sound.

The Spectrum of Christian Wealth and 
Poverty Theories

Around the world, Christians look at wealth and 
poverty in many different ways. David T. Williams, a 
South African, has constructed a typology of these the
ologies. Briefly, Williams identifies seven types:3
1. Wealth to Be Restructured: Liberation Theology is the 

view of the Christian “far left,” where the “prefer
ential option for the poor” and concern for 
addressing the structures of poverty are empha
sized.

2. Wealth to Be Created: Reconstructionism is a Christian 
“far right” perspective. Capitalism is seen as closely 
reflecting God’s will for the world as shown in the 
Bible. Poverty is seen as caused by disbelief, lazi
ness, and heathenism. Aid to poor countries merely 
perpetuates poverty.

3. Wealth to Be Claimed: Prosperity Teaching is the 
“health and wealth Gospel.” True piety and faith, 
obedience to God’s commands, returning a faithful 
tithe, and claiming God’s promises are sure path
ways to prosperity. “ASK—Ask, Seek, Knock and 
ye shall be wealthy.”

4. Wealth to Be Ignored: Contentment is a response to feeling 
overwhelmed by the scope and magnitude of poverty 
and the apparent futility of all attempts to eliminate it. 
Christians should opt out by simply ignoring poverty.

MISSIONS 25



Among the people I interviewed I discovered an 
intriguing theological blend of two of Williams’s 
types: “Wealth to be given: charity” and “Wealth to be 
shared: Christian community.” First, Christians should 
always give something, however small, to those need
ing help. In recent times of dire hunger more prosper
ous members of the group had sometimes received 
multiple daily requests from people in surrounding villages 
who were near starvation. They always gave some
thing, even if only a handful of corn.

Second, Christians should give special attention to 
the needs of both their biological and church families. 
Extended family obligations are traditionally taken 
seriously in Africa, but recent experiences with 
extreme poverty have sharpened the demand that every 
family member contribute responsibly. The group did 
not want to withhold charity from non-SDAs but 
rather to extend special help to needy people within 
the community of faith. People who suffer deprivation 
tend to feel cut off and inferior. Giving and sharing 
reaffirms and strengthens communal bonds by demon
strating that less prosperous relatives or fellow church 
members are not cast off and abandoned.

What does this finding imply for Adventist world 
mission? The Malawi Union is self-supporting 
except for missionary budgets funded by the General 
Conference and official and unofficial support for 
special projects, like church building. Continuing GC 
support of missionaries and project giving from outside 
of Malawi is a visible, tangible expression of global 
church unity. Even though the global church cannot 
solve their problems of poverty, Malawians feel drawn 
into the global church community by tangible gifts of 
love and compassion.

Thus, the global unity of the Church, which we see 
as vital to our mission, is enhanced by support from 
more affluent Adventists. The research group regret
ted the trend toward having fewer SDA missionaries in 
Malawi, while at the same time affirming the value of 
having indigenous leadership.

' Finding” versus “ Having” Wealth
Cultural metaphors about wealth can be very revealing. 
In Malawi, the main cultural metaphor for resource 
management is “finding” (kusanga or kupeza). Finding 
stands in contrast to the dominant Western metaphor 
of “having.” A wealthy person is one who “finds well,” 
or “finds a lot,” whereas a poor person is one who 
“finds poorly,” or “finds little.” In the United States, the 
wealthy are the “haves” and the poor are the “have 
nots.” In Malawi, living involves an active, continuous 
searching for necessities, not a more static management 
of what one already has. Survival meins being con
stantly alert for small resources or advantages.

This is just one example of the significantly differ
ing cultural “grammars” or “logics” for material 
resource management that exist between Americans 
and Africans.4 When we serve together on church 
committees we bring our different “logics” with us. To 
understand how we think and act as we work together

Wealth to Be Denied: Self-Limitation. Either through 
asceticism or simplicity, one’s consumption of mate
rial resources (which are seen as good but limited 
in supply) should be limited for the sake of others. 
Wealth to Be Given: Charity. Charity is making a 
material gift to an individual or organization with
out the expectation of reciprocity. Charity is usual
ly not seen as a total solution to poverty but 
“doing my part” for those less fortunate.
Wealth to Be Shared: Christian Community. More ide
ological Christians seek to implement a variation 
of socialism in communal living. Less ideological 
Christians affirm and practice spontaneous sharing 
within warm Christian fellowship.



will require a deeper mutual understanding of our cul
tural perspectives. African Adventists, with their per
sonal experience of poverty, have a lot to teach the rest 
of us, and their input is a potential asset in making 
decisions that shape global mission.

Another cultural difference is the role and expres
sion of envy as a general response to the relative 
wealth of other people. “Envy occurs when the superi
or qualities, achievements or possessions of another are 
perceived to reflect badly on self and are experienced 
as feelings of inferiority, longing, or ill will toward 
another.”5 Helmut Schoeck and others discuss envy as 
a universal human emotion that is difficult to face 
because it elicits feelings of shame and guilt.6

Western capitalist societies ignore envy or act as if 
it does not matter. In poorer societies fear and control 
of envy are often dominant social themes. Malawi’s 
national anthem includes the words, “O God bless our 
land of Malawi, ... Put down each and every enemy,
Hunger, disease, envy (nsanje) ” The research group
said that gossip is used extensively against wealthy 
people, who are seen stereotypically as being evil.

Prosperous people are often assumed to have excelled 
through evil means—notably, through the use of witch
craft. Extreme envy may lead to destruction of property 
or even murder. To avoid being envied, a person must be 
seen to prosper through intelligence and hard work, his 
prosperity must develop gradually, and he must be gener
ous with his community. People work hard to avoid being 
objects of envy.

The factor of envy highlights a challenge to both 
the relatively poor majority and relatively wealthy 
minority of SDAs. Global mission will be hindered 
from both sides if mutual understanding is not 
achieved. Jonathon Bonk has suggested that prosper
ous Christians need to explore deeply the meaning and 
implications of “righteous wealth.”7 His suggestion 
implies the need to be “righteously poor” as well. Both 
the wealthy and the poor experience a diminished per
sonal spirituality that hinders their shared mission if 
wealth and poverty are handled unrighteously.

Available Wealth, Aspiration, and 
Christian Authenticity

The available supply of wealth in the area was seen 
as adequate for all to live well, if factors causing poverty 
were addressed. Participants did not clearly support 
either the theory of limited wealth (the “piggy bank”

theory) common in traditional societies or the theory of 
unlimited wealth (the “faucet” theory) of Western capi
talist societies. Yet the pervasive envy of the local socie
ty suggests a worldview that assumes a limited supply 
of wealth. Thus, the view that anyone whose prosperity 
markedly exceeds that of his community does so at oth
ers’ expense—“your gain is inevitably my loss.”

The challenge to mutual understanding is clear in 
this finding. From their differing worldviews, Ameri
cans would tend to blame Africans for not making 
their economies (“faucets”) work properly, whereas 
Africans would blame Americans for being selfish and 
keeping their “piggy banks” to themselves. This two- 
sided blame game hinders global mission.

The participants aspired to have enough wealth to 
provide the necessities of life. Only one person wanted 
to have as much wealth as possible. The majority view 
is in contrast to the ever-expanding, limitless acquisi
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tiveness common in Western society and suggests val
uable lessons Americans could learn from Malawians. 
After listening to these people I came to believe that 
unless American Adventists are willing to be counter- 
cultural by placing a ceiling on acquisitiveness and 
thereby rediscovering the spirit of sacrifice, we will fail 
to make essential material contributions to the mission 
of our church.

Members of the group gave evidence of having an 
active, vibrant faith. Through them, I saw that authen
tic Christian faith and human nobility flourish in a 
context of real suffering. Human nobility shines 
through deprivation. Their experience offers a key to 
maintaining balance between evangelization and social 
action in our mission to the world.

We must neither abandon Africa to poverty nor 
believe that Africans are somehow lesser or incomplete 
Christians as long as they are poor. The biblical por
trait of the last days is one of increased social chaos 
that includes the suffering of poverty. The Adventist 
Church does not command sufficient material re
sources to alleviate global poverty but we do proclaim 
the everlasting gospel that brings salvation to all who 
accept it—rich and poor alike. While we preach we

should also share our resources generously.
Wealth and poverty are sometimes left off the the

ological agenda—and the eschatological agenda, in 
particular. Because eschatology is essentially about 
mission and because the fulfillment of mission 
includes the stewardship of material resources, devel
oping an Adventist theology of wealth and poverty 
needs to be high on our agenda. Both the giving and 
the spending of funds for mission are highly influ
enced by one’s theology of wealth and poverty. 
Varying perspectives will persist but the goal should 
be consensus on major points.

The ecclesiological dimension—structuring and 
administering the SDA Church for mission—is par
ticularly challenging. How do the estimated 15 per
cent of relatively affluent and the 85 percent of rela
tively poor members cooperate with each other for 
their shared mission to the world? The poorer 
majority includes Adventists with the zeal and skills 
to be effective cross-cultural missionaries, but their 
church organizations often lack resources to educate, 
send, and support them. How can the affluent minor
ity empower the poorer majority while remaining 
fully engaged in global mission themselves? These 
are questions we must address until the Lord returns 
in glory.
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Time, Chance, and God’s Designs
Reflections on Gorden Doss’s Call for a Theology of Wealth and Poverty

By A. Gregory Schneider

Gorden D oss’s article has driven me back to the 
P reacher of Ecclesiastes, the man said to be 
am ong the w isest of all. T his p articu lar bit of 

wisdom, however, I was reared to reject:

I returned, and saw under the sun, that 
the race is not to the swift, nor the bat
tle to the strong, neither yet bread to 
the wise, nor yet riches to men of 
understanding, nor yet favour to men 
of skill; but time and chance happeneth 
to them all. (Eccles. 9:11 KJV)

The Preacher’s dark assessment of 
human striving underlines one of the most 
difficult of Doss’s findings from Malawi: a 
fatalistic, even predestinarian folk doctrine 
of human wealth and poverty.

In the West, especially in the United 
States, we need to believe in the efficacy of 
our striving and in the moral power of our 
abilities. “If you’re so smart, why aren’t 
you rich?” is a longstanding American 
aphorism bespeaking our bedrock belief 
that riches and favor do indeed go to indi
viduals of understanding and skill. We live

in a culture of merit, and those of us with 
graduate degrees, upward career trajecto
ries, and mortgages well paid down believe 
in our hearts that we got it all on the 
strength of our talents and virtues.

Here lie the reasons for our repug
nance at Malawian fatalism. If the 
Malawians are poor due to God’s decree, 
the logical corollary is that we are rich for 
the same reason. It means we wealthy 
Westerners did not earn our social status 
and creature comforts by means of our 
free and energetic action.

We must repress such a realization. It 
robs us of a major basis for self-esteem, 
that indispensable, indeed, sacred, state of 
mind without which psychic survival in 
the West seems impossible. To lose the 
sense that I earned it, is to lose our grip 
on that most precious of Western feelings: 
feeling good about myself.
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North American Adventists are likely to have a 
similar discomfort with Malawians’ worldview of lim
ited wealth and the culture of envy it encourages. The 
people envied and censured in Malawian communi
ties—the prosperous people— are likely to be the peo
ple chosen for the board of elders in North American 
Adventist congregations. Our well-to-do lay elders are 
models to the young people of our congregations 
of what they may, indeed must, strive for— not object 
lessons of greed and ill deeds.

We Westerners, then, are likely to deny validity to 
the Malawian perspective on riches or poverty and ask

banded to see family and community into the next 
growing season. Rain falling upon the just and unjust 
alike, it makes sense to believe that one who prospers 
well beyond his neighbors must have done something 
illicit to gain his advantage.

Societies faced with such scarcity in their environ
ments develop patterns of exchange that help distrib
ute goods over wider regions so that groups deprived 
of rain or other sources of fertility by time and chance 
might still have their needs met. Even outright give
aways make sense in the long run, because eventually 
the rain or the soil will fail or blight or pest will attack

Malawians give to family and fellow A dventists... because the gift is 
the indispensable material embodiment of the bonds of blood and of the Spirit.

only the questions that will allow us to continue to feel 
good about ourselves: How may we improve their 
health and education but avoid allowing them to 
become dependent on hand-outs? How may we use our 
mission contributions not to encourage pre-Christian 
African fatalism, but rather to motivate these people to 
better themselves? How may we teach these people the 
virtues of deferred gratification, of competitive self- 
reliance and enterprise? When will they learn that 
God smiles upon industry and initiative and hard 
work? That God helps those who help themselves?

OK, I admit to having just crossed the line that 
divides summary from caricature—but not by much. In 
truth, I believe our Western capitalist culture makes it 
very difficult for us truly to believe in salvation by 
faith, except perhaps as a psychic nostrum for attain
ing the “good feeling” about ourselves that we need in 
order to compete effectively for economic gain and 
social prestige. Clinging to our capitalist coping mech
anisms under the guise of religious faith makes it hard 
to hear the African “Other” who is also our Adventist 
brother. Yet the Preacher of Ecclesiastes, speaking out 
from the Bible Western missionaries brought to Africa, 
sides more with the African than with the American.

That is likely due to the fact that the Malawians, as 
did the Preacher, come from societies where subsis
tence agriculture is what 90 percent or more of the 
population does. Such people know that wealth is limit
ed with about the same certainty they have about their 
feet pressing into the earth. That earth only produces 
so much, and its limited bounty must be carefully hus-

and one’s own group will need to receive as it gave to 
others in earlier seasons. Its reality is that of a fragile 
“piggy bank,” to use Doss’s metaphor, as surely, indeed 
more so, as reality in the United States is that of a lim
itless “faucet.” More so because even a capitalist sys
tem must depend on resources that are limited, though 
true-believing free-market fundamentalists will 
attempt to deny it.

Doss appears to have such true believers in mind 
when, using Williams’s seven-part typology of 
Christian positions on wealth, he urges us to resist the 
temptation to fall into position two, wealth can only 
be created/earned, or position four, poverty is too 
complicated a problem to be solved. Both these posi
tions become temptations, Doss implies, when our 
projects for changing African Others into Us are frus
trated by hard economic and cultural realities. Both 
positions encourage us to throw up our hands in 
disgust or despair and thus abandon the global poor.

But abandonment, declares Doss, is unacceptable 
on both ethical and missiological grounds. He seems to 
favor, instead, a combination of positions six, charity, 
and seven, sharing, like his Malawian study partici
pants, but widened to include position five, simplicity 
and material self-sacrifice for the sake of others. If 
we Western Adventists do not buck our own cultural 
currents and practice self-sacrifice, he warns, we will 
deprive the 85 percent of Adventists in the world’s 
poor countries of essential material resources for 
carrying on the Church’s mission.

Just as important, I would like to suggest, is the



Malawian insight that charity and sharing have sym
bolic value beyond any actual material comfort they 
provide. Malawians give to family and fellow 
Adventists even when they have little more than a 
handful of corn to give. They do so not because they 
believe the gift is likely to banish poverty but because 
the gift is the indispensable material embodiment of 
the bonds of blood and of the Spirit. It is the way to 
demonstrate that deprivation does not cut a poor per
son off from the living community or condemn her to 
inferiority and abandonment. Among Malawians, 
therefore, no matter how extreme their poverty, there 
is likely to be no homelessness. Here is another con
trast with the United States, where homelessness 
abounds in the midst of extreme wealth.

The extremes of wealth and poverty within the 
U.S. economy echo even greater extremes in the global 
economy and raise a fundamental question about God’s 
designs in offering salvation to humankind. When 
Doss recites the Great Commission, “this gospel of the 
kingdom shall be preached in all the world for a wit
ness unto all nations and then shall the end come” 
(Matt. 24:14), what gospel does he have in mind? The 
question is not flippant, nor is an answer obvious.

There was in Rwanda, for instance, a Seventh-day 
Adventist gospel that led some Rwandese church mem
bers to be scrupulous about Sabbath observance even as 
they slaughtered their ethnic rivals. They asked their 
pastors whether it was good Sabbath keeping to contin
ue the genocide on the seventh day or if they ought to 
rest from their labors. I was told this tale by a graduate 
of Maxwell Academy who was my student in a cultural 
anthropology course, a young man who had lost his 
father in the slaughter. It appears that fundamental 
social divisions fraught with 
huge moral and spiritual 
meanings were bypassed 
when the gospel was impart
ed to these Rwandese broth
ers and sisters.

This was not the first 
time Seventh-day Adventists 
have attempted to bypass 
social divisions in hopes of 
imparting a gospel they felt 
existed somehow above or 
beyond this world’s struc
tures of injustice. American 
Adventists bypassed the

color line in order to preach their end-time gospel to 
African-Americans in the era of Jim Crow. The resulting 
legacy of institutional and de facto segregation and 
ongoing racial tension in North American Adventism, 
like Adventist complicity in Rwanda’s genocide, raises 
serious questions about the wisdom and integrity of a 
gospel framed in bypass mode.

Thus, when Doss asks us to construct a theology 
of wealth and poverty for the sake of furthering our 
Adventist end-time mission, we must ask in rejoinder 
what the function of such a theology is to be. Is it to 
bypass the inequities of the world economy for the 
sake of a gospel whose essence is somehow above such 
inequities and neutral to them? Or is it to declare a 
gospel that moves us to confront, resist, and, perhaps, 
transform the powers that create and sustain such 
inequities?

This is a stark, binary posing of the question, and 
perhaps Doss or others who specialize in Adventist 
missions have in mind a third way to an answer. Long 
years of contemplating “bypass gospels” have con
vinced me, however, that any gospel that is not a social 
gospel cannot be the gospel of Jesus Christ, the gospel 
of the Kingdom designed by God. In a globalizing 
world, such a gospel would move especially Christians 
in the rich countries to analyze and confront the prin
cipalities and powers that are creating and enforcing 
the economic inequity and social chaos that haunt 
Doss’s writing. Confronting and transforming the 
powers are as much a part of God’s designs as planting 
churches and building up his family of believers.

A. Gregory Schneider is a professor of behavioral science at Pacific 

Union College.

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


ADRA and Adventist Missions: 
Rescued or Kidnapped?

The Concerns of a Missiologist

By Børge Schantz

W ith joy and pride I read in the latest statistics 
from the General Conference that total aid 
distributed by the Adventist Development 

and Relief Agency (ADRA) in 2002 amounted to almost 
$220 million. ADRA helped more than 30 million people 
at the lowest levels of misery, poverty, hurt, shame, and 
d ignity  A lthough the average amounted to only about 
seven dollars per person, the m inistry is still impressive.1

ADRA’s employees reach out, help 
the disadvantaged, and break down prej
udice toward Adventists whenever they 
meet with donors who have authority 
and influence at the United Nations, with 
governments throughout the world, in 
various Christian churches, with other 
nongovernmental agencies, and in pri
vate businesses.

It brought me special satisfaction to 
know that even a few Seventh-day Adven
tist hospitals and schools have benefited 
from ADRA funds. Although ADRA does 
not generally provide such funding, in 
some encouraging instances dedicated

ADRA personnel have assisted struggling 
Adventist churches. There are even cases 
where ADRA could claim to be an opening 
wedge for Adventists to unentered areas. 
However, this involvement often took place 
on a private basis with unbudgeted funds 
in the spare time of ADRA workers.

I read the statistics and other ADRA 
reports with some misgivings, to which 
this article is intended to draw attention. 
By doing this I am sticking my neck out— 
I am touching a sacred cow of modern 
Adventism. However, I feel that church 
members are generally left somewhat 
ignorant of ADRA, its objectives, limita-



tior.s, and operations. They need honest openness, 
explanation, and guidance.

My main apprehensions are expressed in eight ques
tions. These questions deal with issues that, based on my 
feelings and experience, indicate that ADR A is rot 
working concurrent with die objectives and fundamental 
values peculiar to the Advent movement in its God-given 
task during die last days of the world's history.

I am aware that perhaps my church needs tc 
update its strategy, methods, and self-understanding in 
the twenty-first century. After all, in the 15C vears 
since it started things have changed tremendcusly.

Missions Kidnapped?
dears ago. we sent out as missionaries with the solid 
commission to proclaim the gospel and bring people into 
the Church. Marching orders also included instructions 
tc preach an end-time message. Medical, educational, and 
welfare programs served well as opening wedges. They 
were not, however, goals in themselves.

In. current ADRA reports there are no accounts that

tell about people being brought into meaningful relation
ships with Jesus Christ and his Church.

Recently, speakers at a Sabbath church service 
promoted ADRA activities and the agency’s achieve
ments. One member in the audience asked whether 
ADRA workers had witnessed for their Christian 
beliefs or the uniqueness of Adventism while giving 
help to the needy. Such recipients are generally 
in a winnable state of transition, being positively disposed 
toward persons helping them. The answer was a 
clear No.

Not only did the donors, which included govern
ments, not allow proselytizing, many of the ADRA work
ers could not have done so even if permittee because they 
were not Seventh-day Adventists.
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A D RA , A  Newcomer in the Adventist
Framework: An “ Ecclesiolae in Ecclesia” ?

ADRA holds an interesting position within the adminis
trative framework of Adventism. It is a child of Adventist 
mission and loving care, though a child that followed its 
own untraditional path. The transition in the 1980s to 
ADRA from its predecessor, the Seventh-day Adventist 
Welfare Service (SAWS), which the Church controlled 
and funded, did not take place without birth pangs.

In a short time the new program became very popu
lar. It had some excellent leaders and efficient promoters. 
It was incorporated independently with a separate board, 
and got its own administration and treasury.2 In some 
cases, ADRA created its own salary scales a little higher 
than those of the Church. This inequality hurt the 
Church at times because good organizers and hardwork
ing pastor/evangelists in the Third World were tempted 
to work for ADRA rather than the Church.

ADRA is classified as a nongovernment organization 
(NGO). Its objectives are expressed in terms similar to 
those of many other faith-based NGOs and it works under 
the same conditions. Funds granted by governments and 
other donors—even when augmented by grants from the 
Church—cannot be used to promote political or religious 
convictions, including Christian beliefs and the unique 
Seventh-day Adventist message. This restriction silences 
ADRA workers from sharing Adventist beliefs.

2. Does such an arrangement agree with the objectives outlined in 
Seventh-day Adventist working policies: “The purpose of the 
General Conference is to teach all nations the everlasting gospel of 
our Lord and savior Jesus Christ and the commandments of God”?

Government Support and Seventh-day
Adventist Missions

The first Protestant missionaries were evangelists in the 
technical sense of the word. They had only one aim: to 
proclaim Jesus Christ as Savior. Medical and educational 
programs were not initially part of their mission. The few 
medical doctors and teachers sent out in the nineteenth 
century were sent to serve missionaries.

Not until the end of the nineteenth century did med
ical and educational staff expand beyond mission com
pounds and serve nationals. It was soon discovered that 
these services were extremely effective in drawing people 
to the mission churches.3

The Seventh-day Adventist mission impulse devel
oped afterward and followed this pattern with success. 
The mission budget included funding for education and 
medical care, all financed by Sabbath School offerings 
and, later, Harvest Ingathering. Preaching the Advent 
message had primacy. But whereas other mission agencies 
received grants from colonial governments, SDAs 
adamantly opposed such assistance.

As time passed, the Church reconsidered its initial 
opposition to government aid. The Church reluctantly 
decided to accept outside funds if no strings were 
attached. It did not want proclamation of the gospel and 
proselytizing to be hindered.

However, as ADRA currently operates this condition is 
not honored. Although performing valuable work among 
the destitute, ADRA has diminished or altogether neglected 
the importance of preaching the everlasting gospel.

3. Has the Church sold the Gospel Commission for a “lentil stew”?

Ellen G. W hite and Social Involvement
Ellen G. White offered counsel along these lines on a 
number of occasions. “The Lord has marked out our ways 
of working . . . ,” she wrote in 1904. ‘As a people we are 
not to imitate and fall in with Salvation Army methods.”4 

Commenting on social-medical work she emphasized 
the need to maintain the priority of the gospel. In 1900, 
she wrote:

There may be and is danger of losing sight of the 
great principles of truth when doing the work for 
the poor that it is right to do, but we are ever to 
bear in mind that in carrying forward this work the 
spiritual necessities are to be kept prominent. . . .

Because of the ever-increasing opportunities 
for ministering to the temporal needs of all class
es, there is the danger that this work will eclipse 
the message that God has given us to bear in 
every city—the proclamation of the soon coming 
of Christ, the necessity of obedience to the com
mandments of God and the testimony of Jesus....
It is to be proclaimed with a loud voice and go to 
the whole world.5

4. Where do such counsels fit into the development of ADRA as a 
Seventh-day Adventist agency?



Harvest Ingathering

T rad itionally , church  m em bers raised  H a rv es t In g a th e r
in g  funds each year co llecting  m oney  doo r to  door 
from  n e ig h b o rs  and friends. F u n d s  collected  w ere  then  
used d irec tly  for m issions in th e  trad itio n a l sense. N o t 
only  w ere  th ey  sp en t to  help the  C hurch  keep established 
m ission  s ta tions operating , th ey  also helped it en te r  
new  areas w ith  educational and m edical w ork  th a t served 
as open in g  w edges for th e  gospel.

Today, th in g s  have changed. Now, H a rv es t 
In g a th e rin g  funds are  handed  to  A D R A , w hich m ixes 
them  w ith  m ajor donations from  govern m en ts  and  others. 
Because g o v ern m en ts  and  o th e r  d o n o rs  often a ttach  
cond itions th a t re s tr ic t  p rosely tiz ing , the  o rig inal m ission 
p u rp o se  o f  H a rv e s t In g a th e rin g  has been w eakened.

O th e r  changes have come, as well. T rad itionally , 
p am ph le ts  handed  o u t d u r in g  H a rv e s t In g a th e rin g  served  
a dom estic  m ission p u rpose  th ro u g h  artic les o f  a sp iritua l 
n a tu re  and ad v ertis in g  th a t p ro m o ted  Bible co rresp o n 
dence schools. H ow ever, recen t issues do n o t in any  w ay 
reveal th e  S eventh-day  A dven tis t faith. A s a resu lt, 
o p p o rtu n itie s  for reach in g  people at hom e— perhaps the  
C h u rch ’s g re a te s t o p p o rtu n ity  for m ission o u treach  each 
year— have been lost.

5. Do members on the local level who still take part in Harvest 
Ingathering understand how what used to be mission funds are 
currently handled?

6. Are they aware that only Sabbath School and World Mission 
offerings (which last year totaled less than $51 million) can be used 
for taking the Three Angels Messages to the world?

Competing Faith-Based NGOs
N G O s are  based on h u m an ita rian  concerns. T h e y  can be 
div ided ro u g h ly  in to  tw o  g roups: faith  based and  secu lar 
based. T h e  objective com m on to  b o th  is to  help people in 
need. F u rth e rm o re , b o th  re n d e r help reg ard less  o f  the  
rec ip ien ts’ race, sex, creed, o r politics.

T oday, a y o u n g  g e n e ra tio n  o f  d o n o rs  te n d s  to  
s u p p o r t  p ro je c ts  r a th e r  th a n  ag encies , r e g a rd le s s  o f  
th e  N G O ’s b asic  affilia tion . M a n y  S e v e n th -d a y  
A d v e n tis ts  have  no  p ro b le m  o c c a s io n a lly  d o n a tin g  to  
N G O s  like  W o rld  V ision , R ed C ro ss , Save th e  
C h ild re n , o th e r  c h u rc h  aid  p ro g ra m s , an d  C A R IT A S , 
a C a th o lic  r e l ie f  agency. T h is  h a p p e n s  esp ec ia lly  w h en

d o n o rs  know  th e  lim ita tio n s  u n d e r w hich  A D R A  w orks.
A D R A  has tra in ed  m any  good  people. Som e o f  these  

people have so u g h t a lte rn a te  em p loym en t w ith  o th e r  
N G O s. In te rv iew s w ith  som e o f  these  w orkers  have 
revealed th a t th e  change  has n o t really  affected th e ir  re li
g ious devotion. O p p o rtu n itie s  to  w itness are  still som e
w hat restric ted . O ne such w orker even claim ed th a t his 
new  faith -based  N G O  is m o re  “public abou t its values and 
beliefs” th an  A D R A . T h e se  recen t developm ents ra ise  an 
im p o rta n t question:

Conflicting Eschatologies
Official a ttem p ts  to  ju stify  A D R A ’s ex istence  tu rn  to  the  
sam e biblical references and  te x ts  th a t g en era tio n s have 
used to  p ro m o te  trad itio n a l m issions, educational w ork, 
and help for th e  needy. How ever, th e re  is a sign ifican t dif
ference in A D R A ’s publications. T h e  call for gospel w it
ness is scarcely touched  w hen  the  Biblical P erspectives o f  
A D R A  w ork  are listed. W ords like “red eem in g ” and  “sal
va tion” are  adm itted ly  used, b u t on ly  in a casual m anner, 
lack ing  in em phasis.

Similarly, such A d v en tis t co re  them es as the  
D ecalogue, Sabbath, signs o f  C h ris t’s Second C om ing, 
and  the  T h re e  A ngels M essages are  used creatively  and  
in te rp re te d  in an in te re s tin g  way. B u t th ey  are d iscussed 
in a g enera l w ay w ith o u t application as p a r t  o f  an o u t
reach p ro g ram .

All o f  w hich raises the  issue o f  eschatology. T r a d 
itionally, the  form  o f C hris tian  eschato logy  in w hich one 
believes has influenced n o t on ly  th e  sp iritual life o f  th e  
believer, b u t also th e  level o f  involvem ent in m issionary  
tasks, as well as the  m eth o d o lo g y  followed.

A  s tro n g  end-tim es eschato logy  ten d s to  re su lt in a 
p roclam ation  th a t has little  social involvem ent. A t the  
o th e r  end  o f th e  scale are  those  w ho claim  th a t C h ris tian s 
should  focus on perfec tin g  the  ex is tin g  social o rd e r  in 
hopes o f  advancing  the  K ingdom  o f  G od. T h o se  w ho  sub
scribe to  th is view  seem  to  be m ore  concerned  w ith  p res
e n t cond itions th an  the  k ingdom  to  come. B etw een these  
tw o  view s are  a v arie ty  o f  eschatologies.
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7. Does the Seventh-day Adventist Church have resources to 
duplicate programs that other Christian organizations can do 
just as well?
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A t p resen t. A dventism  in general has moved way from  
an ex trem e end-tim e eschatology, which reflected our earlier 
experience. In  oractice, w e live in w hat could be te rm ed  an 
“ir-b e tw een  tim es eschatology” in which m em bers “work 
w hile w aiting” for the  ‘ delayed” Second C om ing.0

I t  seem s th a t A D R A  has m oved one step fu rth e r  to  
th e  le ft and  is c lo se r  to  a “socia l g o sp e l e sc h a to lo g y  ’ 
position . A D R A  leaves th e  im pression  th a t social, welfare, 
m edical, educational, and  developm en t w o rk  is a goal in 
itself, n o t a m eans to  evangelize th e  w orld .

Toward a Solution
.A lthough th e  concerns exp ressed  here  are  personal, they  
are  shared  w ith  m an y  o thers. I have s tru g g le d  w ith  these  
co n cern s for years, n e t  only  in m y service in th e  hom e 
and  m ission  fields, b u t also in m y teach ing , research , arid 
w riting . T h e se  tensions have also had  a hea lthy  and 
creative effect on  m y perspective. I have been forced to  
ex p lo re  th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een  gospel p roclam ation  and 
social actions. I do n o t claim  th a t th e re  a re  easy solutions; 
it  is h a rd  to  find a balance.

H ow ever, here  is a  su ggestion  for A D R A ’s leaders. 
T h e re  is g re a t need for a genu ine  th eo lo g y  o f  action.

Such a biblical th eo lo g y  should  
be based on th e  S eventh-day  
A d v en tis t ethos, an u n d e rs ta n d 
in g  o f  th e  C h u rch ’s ow n com 
m ission and  its percep tion  o f  its 
ro le  in th e  w o rld , as w ell as 
o f A D R A ’s rig h tfu l place in the  
C hurch.

T h is  theology should n o t be 
developed by “desk theologians” 
alone, im portan t as their input is. 
Persons w ith practical knowledge, 
w ho have been involved w ith non- 
C hristian religions as frontline 
m issionaries and grappled  w ith 
cultural differences, should also be 
m em bers o f the  team.

Such  “ta sk  th e o lo g ia n s” 
have observed  and  experienced  

the  positive ch a r  ges :h a t on ly  th e  gospel can  b r in g  in the  
m an y  ho p e less  and  d e p re s s in g  c irc u m s ta n c e s  w h e re  
social services are  o the rw ise  o u t o f  reach. T h e se  ex p eri
enced  m iss io n a rie s  cou ld  b r in g  v a luab le  in s ig h ts  to  
“h e  process o f  develop ing  an A D R A  th eo lo g y  o f  action.

A D R A ’s o u ts ta n d in g  w o rk  fo r th e  n eed y  o f  th is  
w o rld  m u s t c o n tin u e  and  be s tre n g th e n e d . H ow ever, 
social involvem ent should  be balanced w ith  a tten tio n  to  
the su p e rn a tu ra l  e le m e n ts  o f  fa ith  and  tra d it io n a l  
C hristian  beliefs.
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Rediscovering the 
Humanitarian Aspect of Mission

By Reinder Bruinsma

Speaking as a missiologist, Børge Schantz concludes that 
the Church should focus not on humanitarian activities, 
but on its core business: proclamation of its end-time 

message of salvation. W hen he asks the question: ’’Should

the Seventh-day Adventist Church dupli
cate programs that other Christian 
organizations are doing just as well?” he 
seems to be inclined to answer “No.”

At the very least, Schantz would 
urge ADRA to combine a direct 
Christian witness with its social proj
ects. I have great respect for Schantz, 
for his long and outstanding service 
for the Church, and his dedication to 
the mission of the Church, but this 
time I disagree with the overall-mes
sage he seeks to deliver.

Concerns
The fact that I want to give solid sup
port to ADRA does not mean, however, 
that I have no criticisms or concerns. To 
some extent they coincide with concerns 
mentioned in Schantz’s article; to some

extent they differ. My overarching con
cern is that ADRA continue to honor 
fully the Adventist element of its name 
and remain an Adventist agency in the 
full sense of the word. Whether that 
needs to be translated into overt evan
gelism as part of the package ADRA 
offers to those in need is another matter.

I know that an ongoing debate exists 
about how Adventist ADRA should be. 
Some argue that the ties between ADRA 
and the Church should be much tighter, 
so that the Church retains a firm grip on 
ADRA’s humanitarian arm and does not 
lose contact with ADRA. Others argue 
just as passionately that ADRA should 
operate some distance from the Church, 
and that its work will be seriously ham
pered if such distance is not carefully 
maintained.

This is not an easy matter to resolve.
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A co n sc io u s dec ision  has been  m ade  to  s t ru c tu re  
A D R A  n o t as a c h u rc h  d e p a r tm e n t b u t as a se p a ra te  
agency. T h e re  a re  m a n y  v e ry  g o o d  re a so n s  fo r th a t 
decision . I f  A D R A  asks fo r and  rece ives g r a n ts  from  
g o v e rn m e n ta l and  q u a s i-g o v e rn m e n t o rg a n iz a tio n s  in 
th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  and  o th e r  developed  c o u n tr ie s  in th e  
W est, it  m u s t have a fu lly  in d e p e n d e n t s ta tu s .

A lso , if  th e  C h u rc h  is to  avoid m a jo r  financia l risk s  
it  need s to  p ro te c t  i ts e lf  a g a in s t a sc e n d in g  liab ility  and  
m ake su re  th a t  leg a l c la im s a g a in s t A D R A  do n o t 
becom e cla im s a g a in s t th e  C h u rch . W h a te v e r  A D R A ’s 
o rg a n iz a tio n a l s t ru c tu re  and  lega l s ta tu s , th e  C h u rch  
m u st, I believe, be v e ry  in te n tio n a l in k eep in g  A D R A  
clo se  to  i t— in its  ideals, m o d u s o p e ran d i, e th ics, p o li
cies, an d  c u ltu re .

O n e  o f  m y  m a jo r  c o n c e rn s  is th a t  A D R A  be 
v iew ed  as a m in is try , n o t  p r im a r ily  as a d e v e lo p m e n t 
o rg a n iz a tio n , an  N G O  (n o n g o v e rn m e n t  o rg a n iz a 
tio n ), a w o r ld w id e  agency , o r  an  in d u s try . O f  c o u rse ,
I u n d e r s ta n d  th a t  A D R A  m u s t, w ith in  th e  w o rld  in 
w h ic h  i t  o p e ra te s , id e n tify  i t s e l f  to  e x te r n a l  a u d i
e n ces  as an  in te r n a t io n a l  N G O  a n d  p ro file  i t s e l f  in  a 
s o m e w h a t s e c u la r  way. B u t A D R A  m u s t  be  u n d e r 
s to o d  as o n e  o f  th e  C h u rc h ’s key  m in is tr ie s  w h e n  it 
t r ie s  to  d e fin e  i t s e l f  w ith in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  
C h u rc h , w h e n  A D R A  le a d e rs  t r y  to  d e fin e  th e ir  
id e a ls  a n d  g o a ls , a n d  w h e n  th e y  t r y  to  p o s itio n  
A D R A  w ith in  th e  C h u rc h .

W ith  S chan tz , I am  co n cern ed  th a t A D R A  m ay at 
tim es be in d a n g e r  o f  p lac in g  too  m uch  em phasis on 
la rg e  g ra n ts . A D R A  m ay need  to  decline g ra n ts  if  it can 
n o t g u a ra n te e  th a t th e  p ro g ra m s  o r  p ro jec ts  it funds are  
fully  in h a rm o n y  w ith  the  A d v en tis t e th o s o f  the  o rg an i
zation . Also, th e  fact th a t in m any  co u n tries  A D R A  now

uses H a rv e s t In g a th e rin g  funds p u ts  a special b u rd en  on 
A D R A . I t  has a resp o n sib ility  w ith  re g a rd  to  ch u rch - 
re la ted  p ro jec ts  funded  from  these  sources.

Tensions with the Church
O v er th e  y e a rs  I have had  a fa ir a m o u n t o f  e x p o su re  to  
a reas  o f  te n s io n  b e tw een  th e  C h u rch  and  A D R A . I 
believe th a t  such  te n s io n s  can  be reso lv ed  to  a la rg e  
d e g re e . O f  cou rse , th e re  w ill alw ays be c h a lle n g e s  in 
th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  A D R A  an d  th e  C h u rch  
b ecause  th e y  have d iffe ren t n a tu re s  and  a ss ig n m e n ts . A 
lo t o f  th is  te n s io n  can  be defused  if  th e  p a r tie s  a re  w ill
in g  sy s tem a tica lly  to  id en tify  and  an a ly ze  th e  p ro b lem s 
and  look  fo r c rea tiv e  so lu tio n s.

A D R A  has an  im ag e  p ro b le m s in som e se c to rs  o f  
th e  C h u rc h  th a t  it need s to  take  seriously . In  c o n tra s t , 
m an y  ch u rch  le a d e rs  need  to  be ed u ca ted  a b o u t th e  
w o rld  in w h ich  A D R A  seeks to  m in is te r, a b o u t th e  
poss ib ilitie s  o f  w h ich  it m u s t take  ad v a n ta g e , an d  ab o u t 
th e  lim ita tio n s  it m u s t face.

In  som e in s tan ces , b e t te r  c o m m u n ica tio n  can  e lim i
n a te  m isu n d e rs ta n d in g . C h u rc h  peop le  ta lk  a lo t  ab o u t 
A D R A  a m o n g  th em se lv es; likew ise, A D R A  p eo p le  ta lk  
ab o u t th e  C h u rch . W h a t  is need ed  is m o re  o pen  and  
in te llig e n t d ia logue . I t  w o u ld  be w ell w o r th  th e  in v e s t
m en t, I believe, to  a p p o in t an in te rn a tio n a l  ta sk  force  
o f  C h u rc h  em p loyees and  th o se  w h o  w o rk  fo r A D R A  
to  s tu d y  re le v a n t issues and  p ro p o se  a lo n g - te rm  s t r a t 
e g y  fo r d e a lin g  w ith  them .

A  Theology of Development
I a g re e  w h o le h e a rte d ly  w ith  S ch a n tz  th a t  th e  w o rk  o f  
A D R A  need s to  be m o re  so lid ly  ro o te d  in an  A d v e n tis t  
th e o lo g y  o f  d ev e lo p m e n t and  relief. A C h u rc h  is n o t  a 
business; its  s tra te g ie s  do  n o t d e p en d  p r im a rily  on  
m a rk e t fo rces o r  on  m a x im iz in g  o p p o r tu n itie s  for 
n u m erica l g ro w th  and  econom ic  h ea lth . A  C h u rc h  has 
a m ission  th a t  need s to  be g ro u n d e d  in a so lid  an d  re l
e v a n t B ib le-based  theo logy .

T h is  is no  easy  u n d e r ta k in g . A th e o lo g y  fo r 
A D R A  w o u ld  need  to  a n sw e r a m u lt i tu d e  o f  q u e s 
tions. I t  w o u ld  need  to  dea l w ith  th e  im p lic a tio n s  o f  
th e  v iew  th a t  each  p e rso n  in  th is  w o rld  is o f  u n iq u e  
and  eq u a l v a lu e  in  th e  eyes o f  th e  C re a to r, an d  m u s t 
c la rify  how  in each  m an  an d  w o m an  th e  imagio Dei 
can  b e s t be re flec ted . I t  w o u ld  need  to  dea l w ith  th e  
im p lica tio n s  o f  th e  p re m ise  th a t  all h u m a n  b e in g s



must have the opportunity to develop 
their gifts and live meaningful lives. It 
would need to probe the implications of 
true interhuman solidarity and focus 
on the God-given mandate to be good 
stewards of this earth and its wealth.

A theology for ADRA would need to 
highlight the biblical concern for the 
poor and ask how that can be translated 
into the real-life conditions of the twen
ty-first century. It would need to ask 
how the biblical holistic view of man 
impacts the Church’s ministry in terms 
of spiritual care, health care, Christian 
education, and development work, and 
whether there are political and economic 
dimensions. As Schantz correctly empha
sizes, it must also have a strong eschato
logical component.

Numerous questions would need to 
be asked. For example, to what extent 
must an explicit proclamation of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ accompany the 
construction of wells, literacy courses, 
and food distribution if a ministry is to 
be truly Adventist? How does our theol
ogy inform us about projects ADRA pri
oritizes? Should ADRA distribute food or 
clothing for free and educate people how 
to set up small farms? Should ADRA 
teach people to claim their human rights?
Should it help people organize coopera
tives to market their product at a fair price and organ
ize and strengthen labor unions?

The Church has an obligation to itself and its 
ADRA ministry to develop some initiative that will ulti
mately result in a firm theological basis for its humani
tarian activities. Developing such a theology may have 
serious consequences. If this theology compels us to be 
far more active in the struggle against poverty and 
work more intensely for greater equality in the distribu
tion of wealth, how would that affect the culture within 
ADRA? If it emphasizes the basic equality of all humans 
and calls for solidarity with those who have much less 
than we do, how would that affect salary policies and 
spending patterns?

Not only would this theology challenge ADRA anc 
its policies, activities, and concerns, it would also chal
lenge the Church at large. It may urge the Church to

spread its own wealth more equitably between the first 
and developing worlds, or between some of the higher 
administrative levels of the Church and some of its 
lower levels (and in some cases vice versa), and between 
large urban churches and small country churches.

Such a theology may offer far-reaching insights 
with regard to evangelistic strategies. Could it possibly 
tell us to focus more on the poor and disenfranchised 
in ou” recruitment of new members? We may well 
come up with a theology that would demand us to ask 
our hospitals around the world to do more for the 
poor, rather than catering mostly to those who can pay 
hefty medical bills on their own, or at least have good 
insurance coverage.
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I am certain thai our theological study would pro
vide us with ample justification for the existence of 
ADRA. The holistic view  of man, which the Eible 
clearly teaches, stresses the need to minister to the 
whole man, to his soul and spirit as well as his body. 
Careful reflection on the ministry of Christ and his 
teachings will convince us that we ought to follow his 
example of ministering to the whole person.

I believe that such a tneology will lead us to con
clude that the work of ADRA truly belongs to the core 
business of die Church. We will be left with no doubt 
that the humanitarian work of ADRA is an integral 
aspect of preaching the gospel, in word and deed. The 
fact that in tin? lme of ministry no explicit Bible teach
ing and “faith talk” takes place does not diminish its 
status as a ministry.

The Seventh-day Adventist Church has rediscov
ered the humanitarian aspect or its mission. It was cer
tainly present in eariy Adventism. Ellen White was 
quite vocal about the practical aspects of Christianity. 
One may queue passages that seem to defend a narrow 
focus on explicit gospel oroclamation while downgrad
ing the need for social work, out one can also find 
statements that stress the opposite view.

ADRA is not the only medium through which 
Adventist Christians can channel love for their neigh
bors. ADRA should not feel threatened by other

Adventist humani
tarian initiatives. At 
the same time, it is 
fitting that a church 
that professes to 
have a message that 
affects the entire 
person has risen to 
the challenge of cre
ating a ministry of 
relief and develop
ment that has 
become a blessing to 
millions of people 
around the world. 
ADRA is a Christian 
ministry, integral to 
our Adventist 
Christian witness.

Jesus’ mandate 
comes to his disci
ples across the cen

turies, but remains startlingly relevant. The mission of 
Christian relief and development is to proclaim the 
Good News of the kingdom and minister to the needs 
of the weak and the oppressed. To do so we must walk 
through their dusty roads^ feel their pain, identify 
with their sorrows, and experience their powerlessness, 
just as Jesus did.

It was he who had no place to lay his head. It was 
Jesus who confronted the corrupt religio-political system 
of his day and was ultimately crucified by it. It was he 
who said that the servant is nc-t greater than his master 
and that we should take up the cross and follow him.
It was his disciples who were to become vulnerable and 
dependent in proclamation ane service to the needy.1
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The View from ADRA:
An Interview with Charles C  Sandefur, Jr.

By Bonnie Dwyer

Being president of the Adventist Development and Relief Agency has 
given Charles Sandefur two lives. There is the life at the General 
Conference office where he is involved in both strategic planning and 

responses to crises that erupt worldwide. The other half of his life is helping 
to build up ADRAs m inistry  in different parts of the world. In the fall 
of 2003 he spoke with Spectrum  about ADRA, and specifically about the com
ments by Børge Schantz and Reinder Bruinsma that appear in this issue.

BD: Both Børge Schantz and Reinder Bruinsma have 
talked about a need for a theology for ADRA, what do you 
see as the theology of ADRA?

CS: In Matthew 25, God calls us into account for how 
we have lived our lives, not just for what we have 
believed. God does not desire people to be extremely 
poor. He does not desire people to have AIDS. He does 
not desire people to be hungry. When we address 
those needs in the name of Christ, I believe that we are 
living out the mission of the Church.

When we live out that mission we are committed 
to acts of love, because the world needs to be trans
formed. It’s not just a form of public relations to 
increase the image of the Church or to be pro-evangel
istic. We do this because Jesus asked us to do it. 
Humanitarian acts are part of our Christian duty and 
that is part of the mission of the Church. ADRA seeks 
to be an embodiment and an expression of that.

BD: How does that message resonate here in the General 
Conference and with the Church at large?

CS: I have really good support from the leadership of 
our Church. I think a lot of Church members love the 
idea that the Church does some of its witnessing 
unconditionally. Everything isn’t just, you know, we 
dig this well so that we can create baptismal water. We 
give out this food so it will become communion bread.

No, we do it because it’s an expression of God’s love 
for the world; we’re imitating the life of Christ at an 
incarnational level.

There are people who want all of these acts of 
ministry to be measured by their baptismal productivity. 
Christ did not measure his ministry that way and I’m 
not sure the Church should measure all its ministry in 
that way.

BD: What is the current top priority project for ADRA?

CS: We have been focusing a lot of our energy on 
AIDS, especially in Africa. We have multiple programs, 
everything from educational programs working with 
church leaders down to the local congregational 
level—we have entire congregations in which AIDS is 
the dominate fact of life in the Church community.

BD: Does ADRA have a specialization within the interna
tional aid community?

CS: We have five areas in our portfolio, two of which are 
the ones for which we are best known. Those five areas 
are: food security, health, education, relief, and economic 
development. Food security and health programs are
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what we are very well known for. We just have a long 
history of having done well-designed food distribution 
and agricultural programs.

It’s no surprise that, as an Adventist agency,
ADRA brings a lot of health experience. Most of our 
health programming is really more in the area of pub
lic health. We don’t operate very many clinics—bricks 
and mortar institutions. What we do is teach mothers 
how to care for their babies, train birth attendants, 
work with immunizations. I think we have a really 
good reputation within the humanitarian universe in 
conducting those programs.

The amount of activity that ADRA is engaged in is 
really kind of incredible. The total gross product in U.S. 
dollars is between 100 and 200 million a year. We’re 
directly touching the lives of 15 to 25 million people 
annually. We are identified in 125 countries, and in over 
half of those countries we are involved in a very substan
tial way. We’re the most broadly based humanitarian 
agency in the world. No other aid agency is in as many 
countries as ADRA. There are many that are larger, 
in fact much larger, but our breadth is overwhelming. I 
think that is expressive of being Adventist.

BD: D o hum an rights p lay  into yo u r mission?

CS: Yes. ADRA is primarily an implementing agency, 
which means we go out and do real work. We get our 
fingernails and boots dirty. We do projects in villages. 
One of the stories that someone told me the first day 1 
came to ADRA was that ADRA goes places where no 
one else will go and stays when everyone else has left. 
That really embodies ADRA.

We are less involved (in advocacy) than, say, 
Amnesty International, whose whole calling is one of 
advocacy. Ours is one of implementation. But the other 
side of implementation is standing on the side of the 
poor and the needy and wanting to make sure that

there is public policy, that there is funding available to 
address those kinds of needs.

We try to be very careful at ADRA that we work 
closely with the Church in whatever countries we are. 
When we make pronouncements or sign statements 
we’re not doing this away from the Church, just doing 
our own thing. We’re the only Adventist entity that has 
general consultative status with the United Nations.

BD: W h a t does that mean?

CS: That’s a level of recognition that allows us to 
make comment, to be involved in dialogue on items 
with the United Nations. From that platform, we fre
quently join with other agencies in signing declara
tions of commitment to the values that we think are 
expressive of ADRA’s work and ministry. It ought to 
be a no-brainer to Seventh-day Adventists for us to 
speak up vigorously in defense of the poor on issues 
having to do with everything from AIDS to hunger, 
immunizations for children, clean water, literacy, and 
the rights of women.

One of the interesting things about ADRA’s work 
is that the vast majority of it is with women and 
children. Part of that is just the result of the fact that 
most sustainable change works best when women are 
the ones addressed. That includes everything from 
food and agriculture, to taking care of babies, to clean 
water. Most of our literacy programs are actively 
addressed to women.

Someone taught me this little saying: If you teach 
a child to read, you’ve taught one person to read.
Teach a man to read, he might forget. Teach a woman 
to read, and she’ll teach her children to read. So there’s 
this geometric effect of working with women. Not to 
mention that women have been the ones who have 
been most neglected.

I think about Nepal, for example. The rates of 
maternal deaths in delivery are just astronomically 
high. We’re involved in some public health programs 
to address that. In addition, there are forms of advoca
cy. But we’re primarily an implementing organiza
tion—not an advocacy organization.

BD: Since you arrived  a t A D R A , have you  changed the 
structure in ligh t o f  how  you see the mission?

CS: ADRA’s called an agency. It’s not a department of 
the Church, and neither is it an institution. We are incor



porated and registered in many, many countries. That 
leads to kind of a crazy quilt in terms of how ADRA is 
structured. It’s not a cohesive, integrated system.

We’re taking a look at that so that ADRA clearly 
has a definition that all Adventists will understand. 
We’ve got ADRAs that are at local church levels and 
ADRAs that are at country levels. We find ADRAs 
we didn’t even know existed. There’s been some 
concern now in a globalized society about the mean
ing of that, so we’re forming a commission to take a 
look at it.

BD: In the discussion offunding, were always talking about 
the effect of money upon an agency’s loyalty— about being cor
rupted by government funds. What about the issues involved 
with the local governments where you do your work?

CS: Those are two separate questions. One is, what is 
our obligation to the donor? Then, what is our obliga
tion to the country in which ADRA is operating?

On the first one, what is our obligation to the donor? 
I’ve heard a lot about the issue of government funding, 
and I think people might be surprised how often ADRA

One of the interesting things about ADRA’s work is that the vast majority of it
is with women and children.

BD: How does the crazy quilt structure affect your funding?

CS: ADRA gets its funding from multiple sources. 
Some of our funding comes from the Church official
ly—probably 4 to 5 percent—most of that in the form 
of salaries paid in various parts of the world where 
ADRA operates. And then we get donations from indi
vidual Adventists, and without that ADRA could not 
exist. That’s another 7, 8, 9 percent.

The rest of our money comes from various grants 
that we receive from multiple governments—20 to 25 
governments around the world. (In addition, we distribute 
clothing, medical supplies, and medical equipment that has 
a cash value but doesn’t provide cash flow for ADRA.)

I know that the issue of government funding is a 
big issue for some people. I actually like to flip it the 
other way. For me a more important issue is why so 
few Seventh-day Adventists fund ADRA. I just wish 
that ADRA captured the hearts and minds of even 
more Seventh-day Adventists so that more of our 
funding came from within our Church community.

The Adventist Church officially does not begin to 
subsidize ADRA to the extent that it does educational 
work, for example. We are much more similar to how 
health care is funded in the Adventist Church. Basically, 
Adventist health care in North America receives no fund
ing from the Church. We receive some funding, but not 
much. Health care is over here, ADRA is here, and then 
over here are massive subsidies for Adventist education.

Yeah, I wish we had more private funding. We 
keep looking for new strategies to capture the steward
ship hearts of Seventh-day Adventists.

says no to government funding because we think it has 
too many strings attached. I’m proud of that.

We recently had an opportunity to possibly get the 
largest amount of funding that ADRA has ever 
received in the history of the organization, but we 
thought that there were too many strings attached. It 
was not going to allow ADRA to do its work the way 
we want to do our work, and so we said No. We just 
passed on the opportunity to do it.

BD: Then the other side of that question touched upon the 
obligation of the agency to the host country.

CS: In the countries where we do our work, most of 
our ADRA offices are registered. It’s not ADRA from 
the United States coming and doing something. It’s 
ADRA Bolivia, it’s ADRA Ghana, it’s ADRA Uganda 
that’s doing work thanks to funding that comes from 
ADRA partnering members in one of these other 
countries. So working carefully with those govern
ments is important to us.

It becomes more problematic in Muslim countries. 
Recently when I visited with the minister of justice for 
one of these Muslim countries, I said that ADRA is spon
sored by an entity of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 
“We are not trying to trick you. We are honest that we 
care for the people of your country. We want you to know 
that our motive for being here arises out of our Christian 
conviction of love for everybody. We want you to know
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that we are Seventh-day Adventists, but were not just 
trying to use our humanitarian aid as a gimmick and as a 
ruse to do evangelism. We’re not. We’re here to provide 
health care for the people of your country”

And he said, “Fine. No problem. I just wish that 
other Christian organizations would be that transparent.”

Some Christian communities have used humanitar
ian aid just as a ploy to be able to get inside a country. 
That was a big issue in Afghanistan and even Iraq in 
the last several months. I think ADRA has a good rep
utation about not abusing its privileges. We will 
always be clearly and candidly Seventh-day Adventists.

BD: How does one go about staffing the work in a Muslim 
country? Is that done by nationals primarily? Is the staffing 
difficult?

CSiGood question. All of our country directors in the 
125-plus countries are Seventh-day Adventists. But we 
have many staff people who aren’t Seventh-day 
Adventists. In some countries, ADRA could not do its 
work if it did not hire from within the community.

I know we’re doing a project in a Muslim country in 
which we are working with villagers. Part of the project 
is to hire one of the women in village and to train her to 
be a village nurse. We find out who the leading mothers 
are in that little village and then recruit them sometimes 
as volunteers and sometimes as employees.

BD: Back to theology and ADRA.

CS: I could not agree more with Børge Schantz and 
Reinder Bruinsma that ADRA needs to be viewed as 
arising out of the mission theology of the Church. I 
think that will enhance ADRA’s work, expand it and not 
restrict it. But I come back to how little of ADRA’s fund
ing comes from within the Seventh-day Adventist com
munity, and I want to find ways in which ADRA is 
viewed even more by the Church as a stewardship 
expression of Adventist witness and becomes an even 
clearer expression of radical discipleship.

We need a complete picture of what the Church’s 
mission is, and we need to understand that without 
commitment to ministries like ADRA Adventist 
ministry and witness aren’t accomplished. If more 
members could capture that in their own lives and in 
their support for ADRA, I think that would be a 
positive effect for the Church. Certainly it would be 
good for ADRA.
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By Richard Rice

I once heard someone say you could outline the history of Christian 
thought by tracing the various interpretations of Romans down 
through the years. This certainly seems true if we recall the 

impact of Paul’s longest letter on the lives of M artin Luther, John 
Wesley and Karl Barth, to mention just a few. I suspect that biblical 
apocalyptic has played a similar role in Adventist history.

From their beginnings, as the commentaries 
of Uriah Smith and others show, Adventists 
have found in Daniel and Revelation a philoso
phy of history, a chronology of final events, and 
a mandate for our existence as a religious move
ment. More recently, a variety of Adventist 
scholars, including, among others, Roy Branson, 
Kendra Haloviak, John Paulien, Chuck Scriven, 
and Charles Teel, summon us to the ethical 
challenges they contain. By announcing the end 
of the present order, they expose the preten
sions of principalities and powers, and summon 
us to live as citizens of God’s kingdom, not the 
kingdoms of this world.

The cosmic struggle depicted in Revelation 
provided Ellen White with her most important 
theological concept. She employs the theme of 
the great controversy to interpret the essential 
elements of Christian faith, as well as the 
distinctive concerns of Adventists. She also 
applies it to the problem of evil.

According to the preface, one of her objec
tives in writing The Great Controversy, was to 
“present a satisfactory solution of the great 
problem of evil.”1 Our goal here is to examine 
the contours of Ellen White’s “theodicy.”12 What 
understanding of evil does she derive from bibli
cal apocalyptic? How does it compare to other 
types of theodicy? What questions does it raise?3

The Devil appears infrequently in contem
porary philosophical discussions of the problem 
of evil. Alvin Plantinga and, following him, 
Stephen T  Davis, describe the figure of Satan, 
the fallen angel Lucifer, as a potential explana
tion for natural evil.1 (The expression luciferous 
is that of Stephen Davis.) But their descriptions 
of Lucifer’s demonic activity are rather brief and 
incidental to the overall position they develop.

A recent discussion seeks to correct this 
lack of emphasis. In two lengthy books, G od a t 
W ar and Sa tan  and  the Problem o f  E v il, Gregory 
A. Boyd argues that a “warfare worldview”
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ov erco m es th e  sh o r tc o m in g s  o f  c lassica l th eo d ic ies .5 
B u t I sn o w  o f  n c  one  w h o  develops th e  idea m o re  
e x te n s iv e ly  th a n  E llen  W h ite .

An Overview of Ellen White's Theodicy
In  brief, E lle n  W h ite  in te rp re ts  evil w ith in  th e  fra m e 
w o rk  o f  a cosm ic  co n flic t in  w n ich  th e  f ig u re  o f  S a tan  
p lays a c e n tra l ro le . T h e  b a c k g ro u n d  o f  th e  con flic t is 
G o d ’s c rea tiv e  love an d  ins u ltim a te  re so lu tio n  w ill be 
th e  fu lfillm e n t of G o d ’s lo v in g  p u rp o se  fo r c rea tio n .

B ecause he  is in fin ite  love, G o d  c re a te d  b e in g s  w ith  
th e  cap a c ity  to  a p p rec ia te  h is c h a ra c te r  and  to  love h im  
free ly  in  r e tu rn .  T h is  ac tio n  invo lved  a risk , how ever, 
b ecause  c re a tu re s  w h o  a rc  free to  love a re  free  to  w ith 
h o ld  love and  re b e l a g a in s t th e ir  m aker. Sadly, th is  is 
w h a t h ap p en ed , and  th is  c re a m  re ly  re b e llio n  is th e  
cause  o f all su ffering . T h e  re b e llio n  is te m p o ra ry , h o w 
ever. E v e n tu a lly  s in  and  s in n e rs  w ill be e ra d ic a ted  and  
as a resen t o f  th is  “te r r ib le  e x p e r im e n t” w ith  evil no  
one  w ill ever aga in  q u e s tio n  G o d ’s love and  au th o rity . 
T h e  u n iv e rse  w ill be secu re  from  all fu r th e r  reb e llio n .

T h e  D ev il p lays a c e n tra l  ro le  in  e v e r v  p h a se  o f  
th is  scenario . A s EU en W h ite  d esc rib es  it, evil o r ig in a t
ed in  th e  u n iv e rse  so m e tim e  b efo re  th e  c rea tio n  o f  tine 
e a r th  w itn  th e  re b e llio n  o f  L ucifer, th e  h ig h e s t  c rea ted  
being . L ucifer w as th e  h e a d  o f  th e  an g e lic  h o s t  and  th e  
c o v e rin g  ch e ru b  w o o  se rv ec  in  th e  v e ry  p re se n c e  o f  
G od . G iv en  h is lo fty  p o s itio n  an d  g re a t  in te llig e n c e  he 
had  deep  in s ig h t  in to  th e  n a tu re  o f  G od .

Yet at som e p o in t in  tim e, Lucifer m ysteriously  began  
to  re se n t G o d ’s authority . H e n u rse d  his d issatisfaction  
un til he w as convinced th a t G o d  w as unfair, and  th en  
decided th a t he could no  lo n g e r serve G od. L ucifer also 
aroused  the susp ic ions o f  Ms fellow angels. H e  po rtrayed  
G od  as a ty ra n t  'unw orthy  c f  th e ir  lcy a lty  and  eventually  
persuaded  one-th irc. o f th e  heavenly  h o st tc  jo in  h in t in 
re jec ting  G o d ’s authority . W h e n  th e ir  opposition  ripened  
in to  open revolt, th ey  w ere cast ou t o f  heaven.

W ith  th is  expu lsion , th e  c e n tra l s tag e  in th is  cosm ic 
d ram a sh ifted  to  th is  ea rth , w h e re  S atan  so u g h t to  spread

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


his rebe llion  by g e tt in g  A dam  and E ve to  re jec t G o d ’s 
so v e re ig n ty  G o d  endow ed hum ans w ith  essen tia lly  the  
sam e freedom  th e  angels enjoyed, fo rb id d in g  th em  to  eat 
from  “th e  tre e  o f  k n ow ledge  o f  good  and  evil.”6

S p eak in g  th ro u g h  th e  se rp e n t in E den , S atan  p e r
suaded  E ve— and  th ro u g h  her, A dam — to q uestion  
G o d ’s benevo lence and  to  eat th e  fo rb idden  fru it. W ith  
th is  ac t o f  d is lo y a lty  to  G od, h u m an s lo s t th e ir  sover
e ig n ty  over th e  e a r th  to  th e  D evil. Since th en , Satan  and  
his an g e ls  have been busy  w re a k in g  havoc on th e  ea rth .

So th e  D ev il is u ltim a te ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r e v e ry 
th in g  th a t  th re a te n s  h u m a n  life and  w ell-b e in g . H e is 
th e  o r ig in a l so u rce  o f  all su ffe rin g — from  n a tu ra l 
d is a s te rs  an d  o rg a n ic  d iseases to  p e rso n a l sin  in all its  
m an ifes ta tio n s , in c lu d in g  p ride , se lf-indu lgence , cruelty , 
crim e, an d  w ar. B enea th  th e  v en e e r o f  h u m an  activ ity , 
th e  e ssen ce  o f  h is to ry  co n s is ts  in th e  con flic t b e tw een  
G o d  an d  S a tan  as th e y  p u rsu e  th e ir  c o n tra s t in g  ob jec
tiv es  fo r th e  e a r th  and  each a tte m p ts  to  c o u n te ra c t  and  
u n d e rm in e  th e  w o rk  o f  th e  o ther.

An obv ious q u e s tio n  is w h y  G o d  allow ed  th e  
D ev il to  p e rs is t  in h is reb e llio n . W h y  d id n ’t 
G o d  d e s tro y  h im , o r  a t le a s t p re v e n t h im  from  

h a rm in g  o th e r  c re a tu re s?  W h y  w as he  p e rm itte d  to  
e x te n d  h is reb e llio n , to  fo m e n t d issa tis fac tio n  a m o n g  
o th e r  ange ls , to  te m p t A d am  and  E ve  and  w reak  havoc 
on  th e  n ew ly  c rea ted  e a r th ?

T h is  q u e s tio n  b r in g s  us to  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  
a sp e c t E lle n  W h ite ’s lu c ife ro u s th eo d icy — th e  idea o f  
an  o n lo o k in g  un iverse . A s she  conceives it, th is  e a r th  is 
an  a re n a  w h e re  G o d  an d  th e  D evil a re  v y ing , n o t  ju s t  
fo r th e  so u ls  o f  h u m a n  b e ings, b u t fo r th e  a lleg ian ce  o f  
th e  e n tire  u n iv erse . T h e  u n iv e rse  c o n ta in s  a g re a t  
n u m b e r  o f  m o ra l b e ings. T h e  un fa llen  a n g e ls  and  
in h a b ita n ts  o f  o th e r  w o rld s  a re  ca re fu lly  w a tc h in g  th e  
co n flic t b e tw e e n  g o o d  an d  evil in h u m an  h is to ry  in 
o rd e r  to  d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  G o d  d ese rv es  th e ir  
c o m p le te  loyalty .

So L u c ife r’s re b e llio n  h ad  fa r - re a c h in g  c o n se 
q u en ces . H e  n o t  o n ly  su cceed ed  in  g e t t in g  m an y  o th 
e rs  to  jo in  h is  re v o lt , h is  c h a rg e s  a g a in s t G o d  h ad  a 
p o w e rfu l effec t on  th o s e  w h o  d id  n o t. T h o u g h  n o t 
o u tw a rd ly  reb e llio u s , th e y  h a rb o re d  l in g e r in g  d o u b ts  
a b o u t G o d ’s c h a ra c te r . P e rh a p s  L u c ife r  w as r ig h t ,  
th e y  w o n d e re d , a n d  G o d  re a lly  is a ty r a n t .  P e rh a p s  
th e y  w e re  s e rv in g  G o d  o n ly  b ecau se  th e y  d id n ’t k n o w  
a n y  b e tte r . P e rh a p s  h u m a n  m is e ry  w as th e  r e s u l t  o f

d iv in e  m ism a n a g e m e n t or, w o rse , d iv in e  c r u e l ty
E ven  th o u g h  L u c ife r’s d ire c t a s sa u lt  on  G o d  failed, 

he ach ieved  a v ic to ry  o f  s o r ts  anyw ay. H is accu sa tio n s 
p u t  G o d  in a b ind . I f  G o d  su m m a rily  d e s tro y e d  him , 
th is  w ou ld  co n firm  L u c ife r’s accusa tions. G o d  w o u ld  
th e n  ap p e a r to  be ju s t  w h a t L ucifer c la im ed  he w as, a 
d e sp o t w h o  keeps h is c re a tu re s  su b m issiv e  by  co n cea l
in g  his tru e  c h a ra c te r. So in s te a d  o f  d e s tro y in g  L ucifer, 
G o d  had  to  le t  h im  live. T h e  o n ly  w ay  to  re lieve  th e  
d o u b ts  o f  th e  o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  w as to  allow  th e  
p rin c ip le s  o f  reb e llio n  to  r ip en  u n til th e ir  se lf -d e s tru c 
tive  co n seq u en ces  w ere  c lea r fo r all to  see.

T h e  c e n tra l issue  in  th e  g re a t  co n tro v e rsy , th e n , is 
th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  G od , or, m o re  precisely , th e  c re a tu re ly  
p e rc e p tio n  o f  G od . T o  b r in g  th e  c o n tro v e rsy  to  an  end , 
G o d  m u s t n o t  o n ly  e ra d ic a te  evil, he  m u s t do  i t  in  a 
w ay th a t  is c lea rly  c o n s is te n t w ith  love. W h a t  th e  
o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  needs, th e n , is a v iv id  d isp lay  o f  th e  
n a tu re  o f  sin  and  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  G od.

W h e n  th e  h o s t  o f  u n fa llen  b e in g s  finally  sees th a t  
L u c ife r’s c h a rg e s  a re  u n fo u n d ed , th a t  G o d  is su p re m e ly  
lo v in g  and  w o r th y  o f  w o rsh ip , S a ta n ’s cause  w ill lose 
all its  sy m p a th iz e rs  an d  G o d  can  fina lly  d e s tro y  it. In  
o rd e r  to  p ro v id e  “an e te rn a l  basis  o f  secu rity ,” G o d  
gave S atan  tim e  to  develop  h is p rin c ip les , “th a t  th e y  
m ig h t be seen  by th e  h eaven ly  u n iv e rse .”7

T h e  plan  o f  salvation  rep re sen ts  G o d ’s response  to  
S a tan ’s charges. T h e  incarna tion  and th e  crucifixion o f 
G o d ’s ow n Son clearly  m anifest G o d ’s love and  show  th a t 
S a tan ’s charges aga in st G od  are  a lie. I t  is his dom inion  
th a t rests  on c ru e lty  and ty ranny. H is accusations aga in st 
G od  are  b u t th e  pro jection  o f  his ow n qualities.

F o r E llen  W h ite , th e  c ro ss  w as th e  tu r n in g  p o in t in 
th e  g re a t  con troversy , and  it b enefits  th e  e n tire  u n i
verse. B efore C h r is t’s dea th , S a ta n ’s d ecep tio n s w ere  so 
effective th a t  n o n e  o f  th e  c re a tu re s  fu lly  u n d e rs to o d  th e  
n a tu re  o f  h is rebe llion . B u t h is h o s til i ty  to  C h r is t  to re  
aw ay S a ta n ’s d isg u ise  and  revea led  h im  as a m u rd e re r.

W h e n  he shed  th e  b lood  o f  G o d ’s Son , “T h e  la s t 
link  o f  sy m p a th y  b e tw een  S a tan  and  th e  h eaven ly  
w o rld  w as b ro k e n .” So, “A ll heaven  tr iu m p h e d  in  th e  
S a v io u r’s v ic to ry . S a tan  w as defeated , and  k n ew  th a t  
h is k in g d o m  w as lo s t.” E v en  w ith  th is, how ever, th e  
o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  had  th in g s  to  le a rn , so th e  c o n tro 
v e rsy  co n tin u es . “T h e  a n g e ls  d id  n o t  even  th e n  u n d e r
s ta n d  all th a t  w as invo lved  in  th e  co n tro v e rsy .”8 A s 
h u m an  h is to ry  ru n s  it  co u rse , how ever, th e  n a tu re  o f  
reb e llio n  w ill be fu lly  u n d e rs to o d , an d  w h en  th a t  h a p 
pens, G o d  w ill e ra d ic a te  sin  forever. “S a tan  an d  all w h o



have joined him in rebellion will be cut off. Sin and sin
ners will perish, root and branch.”9

The concept of the great controversy thus explains 
the final judgment. It shows that the destruction of the 
wicked “is not an act of arbitrary power on the part of 
God,” “but the inevitable result of sin.” “The rejecters 
of His mercy reap that which they have sown.”10 The 
final judgment is not a display of divine vengeance, but 
the natural destiny of those who remove themselves 
from the source of all life.

God could not destroy Satan and his followers

nated in a historical fall from perfection, indeed, from 
the highest level of creaturely perfection. Another is 
the idea that sin is inexplicable and incomprehensible. 
“Sin is an intruder,” she asserts, “for whose presence no 
reason can be given. It is mysterious, unaccountable.”14 

We find a third Augustinian element in the value 
Ellen White places on creaturely freedom. A universe 
containing morally free beings, she maintains, is supe
rior to one without it. “God desires from all His crea
tures the service of love—homage that springs from an 
intelligent appreciation of His character. He takes no

One Augustinian element is the idea that evil originated in a historical fall from 
perfection, indeed, from the highest level of creaturely perfection.

when the controversy began without leaving doubts in 
the minds of the unlooking universe. But when the 
plan of redemption is complete, God’s character will be 
revealed to all created intelligences, and then “the 
extermination of sin will vindicate God’s love.”11

We have in Ellen White, then, an emphatically 
luciferous theodicy.12 The figure of the Devil is not just 
one feature in her response to the problem of evil, it is 
central to it. He instigated a conflict of cosmic propor
tions, and he bears final responsibility for all evil and 
suffering. He is to blame for all the ills we experience. 
At the same time, human suffering serves an important 
purpose: It contributes to the cosmic drama that will 
eventually vindicate the character of God and insure 
the eternal security of the universe.

What does the great controversy represent as a 
theodicy? How does this sweeping account of the 
world’s history compare to other responses to the 
problem of evil? To etch its contours a bit more 
sharply, it may be helpful to view it in relation to the 
familiar types of theodicy that John Hick develops.13

Ellen G. W hite’s Theodicy Compared
Ellen White’s views on evil resemble both Augustinian 
and Irenaean theodicies in certain ways. On the 
Augustinian side, she affirms the absurdity of sin and 
attributes its origin to the exercise of creaturely free
dom. On the Irenaean side, she places great emphasis 
on character development and construes evil as the 
occasion for a valuable learning experience.

One Augustinian element is the idea that evil origi-

www.spectrummagazine.org

pleasure in a forced allegiance, and to all He grants 
freedom of will.”15

There are also elements in Ellen White’s account 
that resemble John Hick’s “Irenaean” or “soul-making” 
theodicy. As she describes it, human beings were creat
ed sinless, but not mature. They needed a period of 
time to develop their characters and become every
thing they were meant to be. “God made [them] free 
moral agents, capable of appreciating ... His character 
and ... with full liberty to yield or to withhold obedi
ence.... Before they could be rendered eternally secure, 
their loyalty must be tested.”16

For Irenaean theodicy, according to Hick, the fall 
was inevitable. Instead of a catastrophic catapult from 
perfection to perdition, the fall was more like a learn
ing experience, an important step in growing toward 
maturity. As we have seen, Ellen White condemns sin 
as inexcusable and rejects the notion that God is in any 
way responsible for it. But she maintains that the fall of 
Adam and Eve was different from that of Lucifer. It 
was disastrous, but not quite as disastrous.

Lucifer enjoyed a full revelation of God’s character. He 
knew the full depth of God’s love and goodness, so his 
rebellion was irreversible. There was nothing God could 
do for him. But Adam and Eve did not know God in the 
same way. Furthermore, their picture of God was clouded 
by Satan’s deceptions. So for them there was hope. A fuller 
revelation of God’s love could win them back.17

Another Irenaean feature in Ellen White’s theodicy
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is th e  c o n tr ib u tio n  th a t  a c h a lle n g in g  e n v iro n m e n t can 
m ake  to  m o ra l d ev e lo p m e n t. F o r  h e r  as fo r Jo h n  H ick, 
c h a ra c te r  d e v e lo p m e n t w as e sse n tia l to  G o d ’s d e s ig n  
fo r h u m a n  b e in g s .18 T h o u g h  th e  fall w as n o t  in e v it
able, i t  r e s u lte d  in  an  e n v iro n m e n t th a t  w as benefic ia l 
to  m o ra l g ro w th . W h e n  A d am  a n d  E ve  y ie ld ed  to  
te m p ta tio n  h u m a n  n a tu re  w as d ep rav ed , and  th e y  
n eed ed  th e  d isc ip lin e  th a t  o n ly  h a rd sh ip  cou ld  p rov ide. 
F ille d  w ith  so r ro w s  as i t  is, th is  w o rld  is a “vale  o f  
so u l-m a k in g .” 19

E llen  W h ite  com es 
c lo se s t to  an Ire n a e an  
th eo d icy  w ith  h e r  v iew  
th a t  evil lead s to  b en efits  
th a t  w o u ld  n o t  o th e rw ise  
have been  rea lized . A n d  
th e  p r im a ry  b en efit 
invo lves th e  o n lo o k in g  
un iverse . A s a re s u lt  o f  
th e  g r e a t  co n tro v e rsy , she 
m a in ta in s , G o d ’s c re a tio n  
ach ieves c o m p le te  se c u ri
ty. O n ce  sin  has been  
tr ie d , and  ev e ry o n e  can  
see how  te r r ib le  it  is, G o d  
w ill d e s tro y  it  w ith  e v e ry 
o n e ’s app ro v a l, an d  no  
one  w ill ev er be foo lish  
e n o u g h  to  t r y  it  again .

A t th e  sam e tim e, 
how ever, she never says 
th a t evil is inev itab le— th a t 
in a un iverse  o f  m ora lly  
free c rea tu res , som eone is 
b o und  to  rebel so o n er o r 
later. N o r does she say th a t 
th e  n e t effect o f  evil is pos
itive, th a t th e  gains o u t
w eigh  th e  losses in the  
final analysis. I t  is n o t h e r 
view  th a t evil is som ehow  
“w o rth  it,” no  m a tte r  how  
bad it is. (She co n sis ten tly  
re fers to  it as a “te rrib le  
e x p e rim en t.”) N o r does 
she say th a t th e  un iverse  
could  n o t have achieved 
secu rity  in any  o th e r  way. 

A ll sh e  says is th a t  
th e  u n iv e rse  is im m u n e  to  re b e llio n  n o w  in a w ay  th a t  
it w as n o t before: T h e  p lan  o f  re d e m p tio n  “vindicateQs(] 
th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  G o d  b e fo re  th e  u n iv e rse .”20 A n d  “a 
te s te d  and  p ro v e d  c re a tio n  w ill n e v e r ag a in  be tu rn e d  
fro m  a lle g ia n c e  to  H im  w h o se  c h a r a c te r  h as  b een  
fu lly  m a n ife s te d  . . as f a th o m le s s  lo v e  a n d  in f in ite  
w isd o m .”21

E lle n  W h i te ’s th e o d ic y  a lso  d iffe rs  fro m  Ire n a e a n  
v e rs io n s  in se v e ra l im p o r ta n t  w ays. F o r  her, th e  fall 
w as n o t  in e v ita b le  a n d  G o d  is in no  se n se  re sp o n s ib le
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fo r sin . M o re o v e r, n o t  e v e ry o n e  w ill be  saved . T h e  
u n iv e rse  w ill e v e n tu a lly  be p o p u la te d  w ith  b e in g s  
w h o  se rv e  G o d  freely. B u t u n lik e  H ic k ’s a c c o u n t, th is  
is n o t  b ecau se  G o d  f in a lly  w in s  e v e ry o n e  over. I t  is 
b ec a u se  he  d e s tro y s  a ll o p p o s itio n . A s w e have  seen , 
he  can  do th is  w ith o u t  a ro u s in g  su sp ic io n  b ecau se  he 
w a its  u n til  th e  lo y a l fo llo w e rs  have  n o  s y m p a th y  le ft 
fo r re b e llio n .

L ike m o s t C h ris tia n  theod ic ies, E lle n  W h ite ’s co m 
b ines th e  n o tio n  o f  a fall th a t  o rig in a te s  in  c re a tu re ly  
freed o m  w ith  th e  idea th a t  evil c o n tr ib u te s  to  th e  
a c h iev em en t o f  s o m e th in g  good . W h a t  d is tin g u ish e s  
h e r  th eo d icy  is th e  w ay  she  seem s to  e x p a n d  th e  th re a t  
th a t  evil p o ses  to  th e  u n iv e rse  w h ile  n a r ro w in g  th e  
likelihood  o f  its  o ccu rren ce .

F o r m an y  theo d ic ies  it  is u n d e rs ta n d a b le , if  n o t 
excusab le , fo r evil to  a rise  in  a u n iv e rse  w h e re  th e re  is 
freedom . S o o n e r o r  la te r  reb e llio n  is b o u n d  to  o ccu r 
som ew here , and  m an y  peop le  th in k  it w as p a r t  o f  G o d ’s 
p lan  th a t  it  do  so. B u t th e  con seq u en ces o f  evil a re  
“m an ag eab le .” E ith e r  all evil is u ltim a te ly  redeem ed , o r 
th e re  is a t le a s t a g u a ra n te e d  p re p o n d e ra n c e  o f  g ood  
over evil.22

F o r E llen  W h ite , in  c o n tra s t, un iv e rsa l c a ta s tro p h e  
w as a rea l possib ility : conceivably, c rea tio n  cou ld  re je c t 
G o d ’s so v e re ig n ty  en tirely , jo in  in rebe llion , and  leave 
G o d ’s p lan s  in ta tte rs . I f  w e ask w h y  G o d  w o u ld  go  
ahead  an d  c rea te  in  th e  face o f  th is  possib ility , th e  
an sw er m ay  be th a t  th e  o rig in a l likelihood  o f  evil w as 
v e ry  sm all. G o d  c rea ted  b e in g s w ith  a cap ac ity  to  love, 
G o d  k n ew  th a t  th e y  could  rebel, b u t it  w as n e v e r G o d ’s 
p lan  th a t  th e y  ac tu a lly  w ou ld , and  G o d  did  e v e ry th in g  
he cou ld  to  p re v e n t it, s h o r t  o f  e lim in a tin g  freedom .

Ellen White and the Book of Revelation

E lle n  W h ite ’s lu c ife ro u s th eo d icy  ra ise s  a v a r ie ty  o f  
in te re s t in g  q u e s tio n s— biblical, h is to ric a l, and  p h ilo 
soph ical. O n e  o bv ious q u e s tio n  is th e  re la tio n  o f  h e r  
ap o ca ly p tic  v is io n  to  th e  v is io n  o f  th e  A pocalypse  
itself. F o r  b o th , h u m a n  h is to ry  is th e  s ta g e  fo r a 
d iv in e -d em o n ic  co n flic t o f  cosm ic p ro p o rtio n s . T h e  
final p h a se  o f  th is  s t ru g g le  w ill b r in g  h u m an  h is to ry  to  
an end  and  e s ta b lish  G o d ’s re ig n  on  th e  e a r th  forever. 
B u t E lle n  W h ite ’s in te rp re ta t io n  o f  th e  co n flic t d iffers 
fro m  th e  book  o f  R evela tion  in  som e in te re s t in g  w ays.

T o  th e  o r ig in a l re a d e rs  (h ea re rs )  o f  R evela tion , as 
to  th e  b ib lical co m m u n itie s  o f  fa ith  in  g e n e ra l, G o d ’s

v e ry  so v e re ig n ty  a p p ea rs  to  be a t stake. T h e ir  q u e s tio n  
w as w h e th e r  G o d  h as th e  p o w e r to  o v erco m e th e  evil 
fo rces th a t  d o m in a te  h u m a n  life an d  w re a k  havoc w ith  
G o d ’s people. T h e  b o o k ’s a n sw er is a re so u n d in g  Yes! 
G o d  w ill defea t h is foes in a c lim ac tic  b a ttle  an d  u tte r ly  
d e s tro y  th e m  in a lake o f  fire.

A  re la te d  q u e s tio n  is why, i f  G o d  h as th e  p o w e r 
to  d e s tro y  th e  w icked , he  d o e s n ’t g o  ah e a d  an d  do  it. 
H o w  m u ch  lo n g e r  can  he  to le ra te  th e  p e rs e c u tio n  
of h is  p e o p le ? 23 F o r  E lle n  W h ite , in  c o n tr a s t ,  th e  c r u 
cial q u e s tio n  is n o t  w h e th e r  o r  w h e n  G o d  w ill 
d e s tro y  th e  w icked , b u t  w h y  G o d  d e s tro y s  th e m  a t 
all. H o w  can  a G o d  o f  love e n d  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a n y  
o f  h is  c r e a tu re s ? 24

F ro m  E lle n  W h ite ’s p e rsp ec tiv e , th e re  is no  q u e s
tio n  th a t  G o d  is in fin ite ly  su p e r io r  to  h is  o p p o n en ts . 
S ince G o d ’s p o w e r is th e  u ltim a te  so u rce  o f  e v e ry  c re a 
tu r e ’s life, th e  fu n d a m e n ta l fo rce  th a t  u p h o ld s  e v e ry 
th in g , he cou ld  end  a n y o n e ’s e x is te n c e  in  an  in s ta n t.
F o r her, th e  fu n d a m e n ta l issue  o f  th e  g re a t  c o n tro v e rsy  
is n o t  G o d ’s p o w e r a t all, b u t G o d ’s c h a ra c te r , o r  m o re  
precisely , G o d ’s re p u ta tio n .

E llen  W h ite ’s re lu c ta n c e  to  a t tr ib u te  ju d g m e n t  to  
G o d  also  a p p ea rs  in  h e r  a c c o u n t o f  h u m an  su ffe rin g  a t 
th e  end  o f  tim e. A c c o rd in g  to  R eve la tion  16, a n g e ls  
s e n t from  G o d  p o u r  o u t th e ir  v ia ls  on  an  u n re p e n ta n t  
w o rld . B u t in h e r  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  tim e  o f  tro u b le , 
E lle n  W h ite  a s se r ts  th a t  “S a tan  w ill th e n  p lu n g e  th e  
in h a b ita n ts  o f  th e  e a r th  in to  o n e  g re a t , final tro u b le .”25

Ellen W hites Cultural Context
I t  w o u ld  also  be in te re s t in g  to  e x p lo re  th e  re la tio n  
b e tw een  E lle n  W h ite ’s co n c e p t o f  th e  g re a t  c o n tro v e r
sy  and  th e  social an d  re lig io u s  e n v iro n m e n t in  w h ich  
she  lived  and  th o u g h t. W ith o u t  su g g e s tin g  d e riv a tio n , 
w e n o te  c e r ta in  s im ila ritie s  b e tw een  h e r  c o n c e rn s  and  
th o se  o f  o th e rs  in  h e r  tim e.

In  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  A m erica  th e  im ag e  o f  a 
v iv id , w e ll-p o p u la ted  sp ir itu a l re a lm  p layed  a p ro m i
n e n t ro le  in a n u m b e r  o f  e m e rg in g  re lig io u s  m ove
m en ts . F o r S p ir itu a lis ts , th e  dead  su rv iv e  as sp ir its  
w h o  so m e tim es  c o n ta c t th e  liv ing . F o r M o rm o n s , 
h u m a n s  e x is t  as s p ir it  b e in g s  be fo re  th e ir  life on  e a r th  
and  w ill c o n tin u e  th e ir  jo u rn e y  a fte r  d e a th  in  o th e r  
p a r ts  ot th e  u n iv erse . F o r C h ris tia n  S c ien tis ts , h u m a n s
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a re  e sse n tia lly  s p ir it  be ings; physica l e x is te n c e  is an 
illu sion . L ike m a n y  a ro u n d  her, th e n , E llen  W h ite  
be lieved  th a t  sp ir its  p o p u la te  th e  un iverse .

A s im ila r  in q u iry  in v o lv es  th e  c o n to u rs  o f  E lle n  
W h i te ’s S a ta n o lo g y , o r  d iab o lo g y . T h e r e  a re  som e 
s t r ik in g  s im ila r it ie s  b e tw e e n  h e r  v iew  o f  th e  D ev il 
a n d  th e  p o r t r a i t  o f  S a ta n  in  M il to n ’s Paradise Lost. In  
each  case , th e  D e v il is a m a g n if ic e n t b e in g  w ho, 
th o u g h  fa llen , r e ta in s  a g r e a t  d ea l o f  h is  o r ig in a l 
m a je s ty  a n d  in te llig e n c e , an d  w h o  is e n g a g e d  in a 
lo n g  s t r u g g le  to  d e fam e G o d ’s c h a ra c te r  a n d  u n d e r 

in  sp ite  o f  its  n e g lig ib le  p h ilo so p h ic a l in flu en ce , th e  
idea  d e se rv e s  c o n s id e ra tio n .

S om e e x am p les  o f  su ffe rin g  a re  o f  such  d u ra tio n , 
in ten sity , o r  m a g n itu d e  th a t  th e y  re q u ire  a cau se  o f  
su p e rh u m a n , indeed , n e a r-c o sm ic  p ro p o r tio n s  to  be 
re m o te ly  co m p reh en sib le . T h e  H o lo c a u s t has m ad e  th e  
idea o f  th e  D ev il p lau sib le  fo r m an y  in  th e  tw e n tie th  
cen tu ry . F o r re c e n t exam ples , w e have o n ly  to  th in k  o f  
th e  th o u sa n d s  w h o  p e rish e d  on  S e p te m b e r 11, e th n ic  
c le a n s in g  in th e  fo rm e r  Y ugoslav ia , th e  m a ssac re  o f  
m illio n s in R w an d a  and  o th e r  A frican  co u n tr ie s , and

If, indeed, God is love and the sufferings of this world are the 
consequences of abandoning God, it is hard to understand why it should take 

superior minds thousands of years to reach this conclusion.

m in e  G o d ’s a u th o r ity . J u s t  w h e re  h e r  p e rsp e c tiv e  fits  
in  th e  lo n g  h is to r y  o f  d iab o lica l im a g e s  is an  in q u iry  
fo r  a n o th e r  o cc a s io n /26

The Great Controversy as a Theodicy
F ro m  a p h ilo so p h ica l p e rsp ec tiv e , th e  c ru c ia l q u e s tio n s  
fo r a n y  p ro p o sa l c o n c e rn  its  p la u s ib ility  and  coherence. 
W h a t  h a p p e n s  w h en  w e app ly  th e se  c r ite r ia  to  E llen  
W h ite ’s lu c ife ro u s  th eo d icy ?

D o es  th e  g re a t  c o n tro v e rsy  c o n c e p t m ake sense  
to d ay ?  Is th e  u n iv e rse  p o p u la ted  w ith  in te llig e n t 
b e in g s?  A re  w e su r ro u n d e d  by  inv is ib le  p e rso n a litie s?  
In  th e  th in k in g  o f  m an y  peo p le  to d a y  th e  a n sw er is 
Yes. A n g e ls  have g ro w n  in p o p u la r ity  in re c e n t years. 
T h e y  have been  fe a tu re d  in  n a tio n a l n ew s m agazines, 
m a jo r  m o tio n  p ic tu re s , an d  n e tw o rk  te lev is io n  series.

M illio n s  o f  p eo p le  a lso  believe in th e  D evil. H e is a 
fa m ilia r  c h a ra c te r  in m ovies an d  novels. H e fig u res  
p ro m in e n tly  in  a w ide  ra n g e  o f  re lig io u s  p h en o m en a , 
e v o k in g  v a ried  resp o n ses , fro m  fear, rev u ls io n , and  
defiance  to  a d m ira tio n  and  even w o rsh ip . H e  has even 
m ad e  an  ap p e a ra n ce  in  p o p u la r  p sy ch o lo g y .27

In  c o n tr a s t ,  m o s t  p h ilo so p h ic a l t r e a tm e n ts  o f  evil 
to d a y  do  w ith o u t  th e  D ev il. In  h is  e x te n s iv e  w r it in g s  
o n  th e o d ic y  Jo h n  H ick  m akes n o  use  o f  th e  id ea  o f  a 
p re h u m a n  a n g e lic  fall o r  th e  n o tio n  th a t  th e  w o rld  is 
in  th e  g r ip  o f  d e m o n ic  p o w e rs .28 S im ilarly , in  h e r  
w r i t in g s  on  “h o r re n d o u s  ev ils ,” w h ich  sh e  ca lls  “th e  
d e e p e s t o f  re lig io u s  p ro b le m s ,” M a rily n  M c C o rd  
A d a m s d o es n o t  c o n s id e r  th e  f ig u re  o f  th e  D e v il.29 Y et

th e  c o n tin u in g  b lo o d sh ed  in th e  M id d le  E ast.
C o m in g  c lo se r to  hom e, w e can  all re c a ll in s ta n c e s  

o f  c ru e lty  and  v io lence  to  th o se  w e k n o w  and  ca re  
a b o u t th a t  c ry  o u t  fo r so m e s o r t  o f  cosm ic c o n d e m n a 
tion . C e r ta in  in s ta n c e s  o f  su ffe rin g  a re  such  th a t  w e 
c a n n o t b eg in  to  ac c o u n t fo r th e m  in  an y  p ro x im a te  
c o n te x t  o f  m ean in g . T h e ir  in sp ira tio n  m u s t  com e fro m  
s o m e th in g  o th e r  th a n  h u m an . T h e  D ev il p ro v id e s  a 
w ay  o f  c o m in g  to  te rm s  w ith  such  p h en o m en a . In d eed , 
g iven  th e  c u r re n t  s ta te  o f  h u m a n  affairs, a lu c ife ro u s 
th eo d icy  m ay  be so re ly  needed .

A p h ilo soph ica l p o s itio n  m u s t be c o h e re n t as w ell 
as p lausib le , and  th is  is w h e re  tw o  im p o r ta n t  
q u e s tio n s  ab o u t E llen  W h ite ’s th eo d icy  arise. 

T h e  f irs t c o n c e rn s  th e  D ev il’s re la tio n  to  G od . T h e  idea 
o f  a b e in g  w hose  re v o lt a g a in s t G o d  en g u lfs  th e  e n tire  
u n iv e rse  and  se rio u sly  th re a te n s  G o d ’s g o v e rn m e n t 
conflic ts w ith  tra d itio n a l v iew s o f  d iv ine  sovereign ty .

In  fact, it a lm o st looks like a v e rsio n  o f  dualism .
F o r o r th o d o x  C hristian ity , e v e ry th in g  ow es its  ex is ten ce  
to  G od , w ho  alone is a ll-pow erfu l and  se lf-ex is ten t.
G o d  b ro u g h t all c re a tu re s  in to  being, and  G o d ’s p o w er 
su s ta in s  th em  m o m e n t by  m o m en t.30 E llen  W h ite  
accep ts th is  concept. “A ll c rea ted  b e in g s live by  th e  w ill 
and  pow er o f  G o d ,” she asserts . “T h e y  a re  d e p e n d e n t 
rec ip ien ts  o f  th e  life o f  G o d .”31

B u t if  e v e ry th in g  ow es its  e x is te n c e  to  G od , w h y  
does th e  D evil en joy  such  en o rm o u s  p o w er in  th e  g re a t  
c o n tro v e rsy  schem e? H ow  cou ld  an y  c rea ted  b e in g



becom e a c red ib le  riv a l to  G od?  W h a t  w o u ld  in te llig e n t 
b e in g s  hope  to  gain  from  c o n te s t in g  G o d ’s su p rem acy  
if  th e y  k n ew  th a t  G o d  could  in s ta n tly  a n n ih ila te  th em ?

T h e re  m ay  be an  an sw e r to  th is  in  th e  c e n tra l issue  
o f  th e  g re a t  co n tro v e rsy , w h ich  c o n c e rn s  p e rc e p tio n  
ra th e r  th a n  pow er. T h e  c e n tra l  q u e s tio n  is n o t  w h e th e r  
G o d  w ill re ig n , b u t w h e th e r  G o d  d ese rv e s  to  re ig n .
T o  be p recise , i t  is w h e th e r  th e  c re a tu re s  p e rce iv e  th a t  
G o d  d e se rv e s  to  re ig n . T h is  b lu n ts  th e  fo rce  o f  th e  
d u a lis tic  o b jec tio n , b u t it  does so by  p la c in g  im m en se  
em p h asis  on  th e  n o tio n  o f  th e  o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse—  
th e  pop u lace  o f  m o ra l b e in g s th a t  needs to  be con 
v in ced  th a t  G o d  fu lly  d ese rv e s  to  be G od . A n d  th is  
ra ise s  so m e q u e s tio n s  o f  its  ow n.

O ne is the  ve ry  possibility  o f  d is tru s tin g  G od. In the 
g re a t con troversy  scenario the  D evil accuses G od  o f  ty ran 
nical behavior. G od  provides evidence o f his tru e  m otives 
over th e  lo n g  c o u rse  o f  h u m an  h isto ry . G o d ’s c re a tu re s  
w eigh  th e  ev idence  and  co nclude  th a t  G o d  is w ho  he 
claim s to  be— a benevolent, lov ing  p a ren t w ho really cares 
for his children. W ith  this conclusion the  D evil loses his 
a rg u m en t and the  conflict is over— case closed.

B u t w h a t sh o u ld  w e m ake o f  th e  n o tio n  o f  “G o d  on 
t r ia l”? T h e  idea  o f  G o d ’s c re a tu re s  e v a lu a tin g  S a ta n ’s 
c h a rg e s  in  l ig h t  o f  th e  ev idence  and  co n c lu d in g  th a t 
G o d  is tru ly  b e n ev o len t a f te r  all is a d ifficu lt one. F o r 
one  th in g , it  c lea rly  p re su p p o ses  som e in d e p e n d e n t 
s ta n d a rd  o f  g o o d n ess  by  w hich  G o d  is ju d g e d , and  p eo 
ple w ill q u e s tio n  th is  fo r a n u m b e r o f  fam ilia r rea so n s .32

T h e  n o tio n  th a t G o d ’s c re a tu res  can in v estig a te  and  
com e to  a conclusion  ab o u t G o d ’s c h a ra c te r  is also  p ro b 
lem atic  g iven  G o d ’s o n to lo g ica l sta tus. T o  co n d u c t a 
re liab le  in v estig a tio n , w e m u s t be con fiden t th a t th e  evi
dence before  us has n o t been  ta m p ered  w ith . W e m u s t 
also  be co n fid en t th a t w e have th e  capac ity  to  w eigh  th e  
ev idence im p artia lly  and  reach  o u r ow n  conclusions. In  
o th e r  w ords, w e m u s t have confidence in th e  s tru c tu re  
o f  re a lity  and  in  o u r ow n  cogn itive  processes.

T h e  fact th a t  G o d  is c rea to r, how ever, m ean s th a t 
G o d  is involved  in ev e ry  a sp ec t o f  reality . T h e re  is evi
dence to  e x am in e  o n ly  because d iv ine  p o w er su s ta in s  it. 
O u r m in d s  w o rk  th e  w ay  th e y  do because G o d  has 
d e s ig n ed  th e m  th a t  way. A s a re su lt, ev e ry  claim  to  
k n o w  so m e th in g  im p lic itly  ex p re sse s  confidence in 
G od. I t  re s ts  on  th e  p re su p p o s itio n  th a t  G o d  is t r u s t 
w orthy . Y et th is  is p rec ise ly  w h a t is a t s take  in  th e  
g re a t  con troversy . I t  seem s, th en , th a t  w e c a n n o t d e te r 
m ine  if  G o d  is t r u s tw o r th y  un less w e a ssu m e th a t  G od  
is tru s tw o rth y . W e find  o u rse lv es b e g g in g  th e  q u estio n .

E ven  if  w e g r a n t  th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  im p a rtia lly  
in v e s tig a tin g  G o d ’s tru s tw o r th in e s s , w e have to  w o n 
d e r  ju s t  w h y  it takes th e  o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  so lo n g  to  
see th a t  sin  is se lf-d e s tru c tiv e  an d  th a t  G o d  d e se rv e s  to  
be G od . If, indeed , G o d  is love an d  th e  su ffe rin g s  o f  
th is  w o rld  a re  th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  a b a n d o n in g  G o d , it  
is h a rd  to  u n d e rs ta n d  w h y  it sh o u ld  tak e  su p e r io r  
m in d s  th o u sa n d s  o f  y e a rs  to  reach  th is  conc lu sion .
A fte r  all, h u m a n s  a re  su p p o sed  to  m ake th e ir  d ec is io n s 
fo r e te rn i ty  in fa r less tim e  an d  w ith  less in te llig en ce .

A  fu r th e r  q u e s tio n  ab o u t th e  c o h e ren ce  o f  th is  
lu c ife ro u s th e o d ic y  c o n c e rn s  its  c o n c e p t o f  a m o ra lly  
secu re  un iverse . A s E lle n  W h ite  d esc rib es  it, th e  g r e a t  
c o n tro v e rsy  b e g in s  in  L u c ife r’s u n w a r ra n te d  self
ex a lta tio n  and  ends w hen  th e  in h ab itan ts  o f  th e  un iverse  
a re  c o m p le te ly  loyal to  G od . So m uch  ev idence  accu
m u la te s  to  su p p o r t  th e  love o f  G o d  an d  ex p o se  th e  
a b su rd ity  o f  sin  th a t  no  re flec tiv e  c re a tu re  w ill ev er 
aga in  e n te r ta in  th e  idea o f  re b e llin g  a g a in s t G od .

B u t th is  ac c o u n t seem s to  sh ift th e  p re m ise  o f  
re b e llio n  fro m  p e rv e rs i ty  to  ig n o ra n c e . S in w as a b su rd  
to  b eg in . I t  o r ig in a te d  w ith  th e  one  p e rso n  in  th e  
u n iv e rse  w h o  h ad  th e  le a s t re a so n  to  rebe l, o n e  w ho  
k n ew  G o d  b e t te r  th a n  all o th e r  c re a tu re s . H is  sin  w as 
an  ac t o f  sh e e r  p e rv e rs ity . I t  defied  all th e  ev idence.

A s E lle n  W h ite  d esc rib es  th e  en d  o f  th e  conflic t, 
how ever, s in  seem s to  be a m a tte r  o f  ig n o ra n c e . N o  one  
w ill ev er sin  aga in  because  th e  accu m u la ted  ev idence  to  
s u p p o r t  G o d ’s c la im s is to o  g re a t. N ow, i f  L u c ife r 
cou ld  reb e l a g a in s t G o d  w ith  all th a t  he k n ew  o f  G o d ’s 
ch a ra c te r , ho w  can  w e be su re  th a t  in  fu tu re  ages no  
o th e r  b e in g  w ill do  th e  sam e? O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , if  
e n o u g h  ev idence  cou ld  p re v e n t so m eo n e  fro m  s in n in g , 
w h y  w as it  L ucifer, o f  all c re a tu re s , w h o  s ta r te d  it?

W e seem , th e n , to  face a d ilem m a. I f  s in  is a m a t
te r  of ig n o ra n c e , w e have a b asis  fo r co n fid en ce  in  th e  
u ltim a te  s e c u r ity  o f  th e  u n iv e rse , b u t  w e c a n n o t 
e x p la in  L u c ife r’s h eav en ly  rev o lt. O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , if  
s in  is e s se n tia lly  an  a c t o f  p e rv e rs ity , th e n  w e can 
id e n tify  L u c ife r’s re b e llio n , b u t  w e have  n o  g u a ra n te e  
th a t  som e o th e r  b e in g  w ill n o t  m ake  an  i r ra t io n a l , 
w h o lly  u n ju s tif ied , d ec is io n  to  reb e l a g a in s t G o d  in 
th e  fu tu re .

T h e se  q u e s tio n s  m ay  be n o th in g  m o re  th a n  p h ilo 
soph ica l qu ibb les, and  one  cou ld  re sp o n d  to  th e m  by  
in s is t in g  th a t  th e  g r e a t  c o n tro v e rsy  sh o u ld  be v iew ed
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as a sw eep in g  re lig io u s  sym bo l w h o se  n a r ra tiv e  p o w er 
fu n c tio n s  on  levels o f  e x p e rie n c e  th a t  p h ilo so p h y  is ill 
eq u ip p ed  to  h and le . A t th e  sam e tim e, im p o r ta n t  ideas 
alw ays in v ite  ca re fu l re flec tio n , and  th e  c o n cep t o f  th e  
g r e a t  c o n tro v e rsy  is one  o f  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  ideas 
w e have. I h ope  th a t  th e se  c o m m e n ts  su p p o r t  th e  c o n 
v ic tio n  th a t  it  m e rits  se rio u s d iscussion .

The great controversy is a rich and provocative 
theme. It plays a central role in traditional 
Adventist thought, and it speaks to popular con

sciousness today for various reasons. Ever since 9/11 
people as prominent as the president of the United 
States have described international terrorists as “evil.” 
The recent holiday season brought the final cinematic 
installment of J. R. R. Tolkein’s epic fantasy, Lord of the 
Rings. So the struggle between good and evil is very 
much on people’s minds, both as a specter that haunts 
us and a spectacle that entertains us.

Consequently, th is m ay be an ideal tim e for A dventists 
to  say so m eth in g  to  the  la rg e r  w orld  on the  topic. W e 
have a lively sense o f  the  th re a t th a t evil represen ts. Evil is 
rea l and  evil is pow erfu l. B u t w e also  believe th a t  evil 
is te m p o ra ry , a n d  th is  is th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  th in g  w e 
have to  say: W h e n  G o d ’s k in g d o m  com es, th e  g re a t  
c o n tro v e rsy  w ill be over and  evil w ill com e to  an end.
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On the Necessity of Evil
By Marilyn Glaim

The ancient and classical Greeks (ca. 800-300 B.C.) had no
sacred scripture. Rather, in epic poems, dramas, and philosophical 
treatises that encompass all Greek mythology they explored 

emergence of the gods and the meaning of good and evil. M ost of the 
Greek population heard the myths from itinerant poets or experienced 
them in large, outdoor theaters as part of festivals that celebrated the 
gods and the agricultural seasons. From these stories they learned 
that it was unwise to challenge Fate and that worship of the gods and 
loyalty to family and community were necessary for survival.
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In the following scene, Hesiod (ca. 700 B.C.) dramatizes 
one story of the emergence of Zeus as the most powerful 
god in the Greek pantheon:

T h e  bound less sea echoed terribly, ea rth  resounded  
w ith  th e  g re a t  roar, w ide heaven trem b led  and  
g ro an ed , and  h igh  O lym pus w as shaken from  its 
base by th e  o n s la u g h t o f  the  im m orta ls; th e  quakes 
cam e th ick  and  fast and, w ith  th e  d read  d in  o f  the  
endless chase and  m ig h ty  w eapons, reached  dow n 
to  g loom y  T a rta ru s .

T h u s  th ey  h u rled  th e ir  deadly  w eapons ag a in st 
one another. T h e  cries o f  b o th  sides as th ey  
sh o u ted  reached  up to  s ta r ry  heaven, fo r th ey  cam e 
to g e th e r  w ith  a g re a t  clam or. T h e n  Z eus did n o t 
hold back his m ig h t any  longer, b u t now  im m edi
ately  his h e a r t  w as filled w ith  s tre n g th  and  he 
show ed clearly  all his force. H e  cam e d irec t from  
heaven and O lym pus h u r lin g  p e rp e tu a l l ig h tn in g  
and  th e  bo lts  w ith  flashes and  th u n d e r  flew in 
succession  fro m  h is s to u t  h an d  w ith  a den se  
w h ir l in g  o f  h o ly  flam e. E a r th , th e  g iv e r  o f  life, 
roared , ev ery w h ere  aflame, and on all sides 
th e  v a s t w oods c rack led  lo u d ly  w ith  th e  f ire .1

T hus, in battle  th a t lasts  ten  years Z eus n o t only 
overcom es his ch ild -eating  father, C ronus, a long  w ith  the  
o th e r te rrib le  T itans, he also establishes his r ig h t to  re ign  
in pow er and g lo ry  on M o u n t O lym pus, from  w hich 
he con tro ls th e  skies. C ronus and  his co h o rts  are  chained 
in T a rta ru s , deep in the  earth , w here  they  rum ble  the ir 
p ro te s ts  in earthquakes and  volcanic eruptions.A s descendants o f the Judeo-Christian tradition, we find 

in the  Z eus/C ronus sto ry  a rem inder o f G od casting 
Lucifer and his unfaithful leg ions o u t o f  heaven, 

condem ning  them  to  everlasting  ban ishm ent while allow ing 
them  access to  the  ea rth  and its inhabitants. However, G od, 
as absolute ru ler o f  heaven and the  universe, is infinite, all 
pow erful, and  all know ing , and  th e re in  lies one o f  th e  key 
differences betw een  th e  Judeo -C hristian  G o d  and  Zeus.

Z eus is c rea ted  from  th e  ea rth . H e is n o t all-pow erfu l 
o r  a ll-know ing , th o u g h  acco rd ing  to  th e  G reek s he is 
im m o rta l and  m o re  pow erfu l th a n  th u n d e r  and  lig h tn in g . 
T h e  o th e r  g o d s  fea r h is pow er, w h ich  is g re a te r  th a n  
th e ir own, b u t th ey  use th e ir ow n pow er bo th  to  challenge 
Z eus and  to  m ed d le  in  life on  e a r th .

T h is  is m ade especially  c lear in H o m e r’s Iliad, in 
w hich b a ttle  ou tcom es are  d e te rm in ed  as m uch  by th e



w ill o f  th e  gods as by  th e  skill o f  th e  w a rrio rs  th em 
selves.'2 Z eus declares his in ten tio n  to  be im p artia l in the  
w a r ag a in s t T roy . H is dau g h te r, A thena , and  his wife, 
H era , m ake no  p re ten se  o f  im partiality . T h e y ’re  m ad at 
T ro y  for a perceived  sligh t, and  w hen  it serves th e ir  p u r
poses th ey  cause th e  c ity ’s forces to  lose ba ttles.3

F u rth e r , w e see th a t in sp ite  o f  im m o rta lity  and 
pow er to  in te rfere  in th e  lives o f  m en, all gods— includ ing  
Zeus-—are u n d e r th e  ru le  o f  Fate, w hich is n o t personified 
as th e  g o d s are, b u t is w idely recogn ized  as th e  real force 
in  th e  w orld . H era  a t one p o in t rid icu les Zeus, rem in d in g  
h im  th a t even if  he w an ted , he could  n o t save any  m an 
th a t  F a te  w ished  to  destroy.4

Ju s t as Zeus is n o t the  equivalent o f  the  O ld 
T e stam en t G od, n e ither is C ronus the  m oral equivalent o f 
the  Devil. Certainly, the  eating  o f his ow n children in an 
effort to  ensure  his la s tin g  pow er is an abom inable act, but 
C ronus is n o t po rtrayed  as the  incarnation  o f evil, n o r is he 
the  cause o f m an’s fall. In fact, G reek  m y tho logy  contains 
no s to ry  o f  the  Fall, no r is there  a s to ry  o f redem ption. 
M an  em erges from  a subhum an sta te  instead o f falling.

A lth o u g h  e v e n tu a lly  Z eus com es to  be v iew ed as 
th e  e th ic a l go d  and  th e  p ro te c to r  o f  h u m an  com m unity , 
a c c o rd in g  to  th e  e a r lie s t  G re e k  p la y w rig h t, A eschy lus 
(525-426 B.C.), Z eus is th e  g o d  w h o  tr ie s  to  keep  m an  
in  a su b h u m a n  s ta te . In  h is p lay  Prometheus Bound, 
A esch y lu s  a s s e r ts  th a t  P ro m e th e u s , one  o f  th e  T ita n s  
w h o  h as n o t  been  b o u n d  b en ea th  th e  e a r th , takes p ity  
on  m an  in  h is  su b h u m a n  c o n d itio n , and , g o in g  a g a in s t 
d ire c t o rd e rs  o f  Zeus, he  g ives m an  all it  takes to  be 
fu lly  h u m an : fire, k n o w led g e , an d  c o m m u n ity .5

F o r his disobedience P rom etheus is bound  to  a rock 
w ith  a w edge th ro u g h  his chest, and Z eus prom ises him  
th a t for all e te rn ity  an eagle w ill pick at his liver. Suffering 
b u t u n rep en tan t, P rom etheus hurls  his ow n se t o f th rea ts

at Zeus, te lling  him  th a t he know s a secret th a t w ill cause 
his downfall. T h e  end  o f  the  s to ry  is n o t available to  us 
because tw o plays have been lost in the  tr ilo g y  o f  w hich 
Prometheus Unbound is one part. However, the  fact th a t the  
th ird  play is titled  Prometheus Unbound suggests  th a t dif
ferences betw een the  god and the  T ita n  are settled.

P ro m e th eu s  rem ains in m y th o lo g y  th e  he ro  w ho  
m ade m an  hum an, and  Z eus re ta in s  his pow er and  g lo ry  
for several m o re  cen tu ries  o f  G reek  th o u g h t.

As th e se  s to r ie s  reveal, G re e k  m y th o lo g y  has no  
m oral equivalent to  the G rea t Controversy. Rather, 
the controversies am ong gods w ere m any and ongo

ing. In the  C hristian view, it is difficult even to  talk  in te rm s 
o f  good and evil w ith o u t ta lk ing  about G od  and Satan  in 
opposition. How then was it possible for the G reeks— having 
gods w ho connived against each other, w ho carried  the ir 
O lym pian s trugg les in to  hum an  life, and w ho could behave 
w orse  than  hum ans because they  never had to  pay w ith  
their lives— to  develop a m ature  sense o f r ig h t and w rong?6

It m ig h t seem  to  us, w hose idea o f  d o in g  r ig h t  is tied 
closely to  sin and salvation , th a t th e  an c ien t and classical 
G reek s w ould  have had no clear concep tions o f  th e  dif
ference be tw een  good  and  evil. T h is  is w ro n g . G reek  
n o tio n s o f  good  and evil w ere  h igh ly  developed and  en d 
lessly  ex p lo red  in th e ir  stories. T h e  w o rs t evils include 
b reak in g  th e  sacred  t ru s t  betw een  g u e s t and  host, m u r
d er— especially  m u rd e r o f  fam ily m em bers— refusal to  
com ply w ith  Fate, and  e x tre m e  behav io r o f  any  kind.
T h e  G reek s believed in m o d era tio n  and  loyalty.

H o m e r’s f irs t epic poem  deals w ith  th e  w a r betw een  
G reek s and  T ro ja n s  and  exp lo res  m any  fo rm s o f  evil and  
re su ltin g  pun ishm en ts. B etrayal o f  th e  co u rte sy  a h o st 
show s his g u e s t beg in s an ag o n iz in g  w a r th a t fo rm s the  
basis o f  th e  Iliad. T h u s , w hen  Paris, son  o f  P riam , k in g  o f



T roy , b e tray s  th e  t r u s t  o f  h is g en ero u s host, M enelaus, 
and  seduces his wife, H elen , th e  G reek s go to  w ar 
ag a in s t T ro y  to  b r in g  H elen  hom e, believ ing  th a t only  
w ar can co rre c t th is  evil. T e n  years and  th o u san d s  o f  
lives later, T ro y  sm o lders  in ru in s  as th e  w ayw ard  H elen  
is re tu rn e d  to  h e r husband . B u t in th e  G reek  ideas o f 
good  and  evil, r ig h t  has been resto red .

T h e  resto ra tio n  o f  r ig h t th ro u g h  w ar is neverthe less 
a process th a t involves m any  evils a long  th e  way. E ven 
before the  G reeks sail off to  war, K ing  A gam em non, 
b ro th e r  o f M enelaus and  leader o f  all th e  G reek  forces, 
finds h im se lf and  his m en becalm ed w eek after lo n g  week. 
W h ile  there, A gam em non  em barks on a course  th a t leads 
to  th e  m u rd e r o f  his child, as E urip ides (480-405 B.C.) 
tells in his tragedy, Iphigeneia at Aulis.1 A gam em non  hears 
th a t W est W in d  dem ands the  sacrifice o f  a child— for 
w hich th e  G reeks w ere  n o t know n— his ow n beloved 
daugh ter, Iphigeneia. T o  th e  G reeks, th is  w as tru ly  h o rri
fying. Yet A gam em non  does th e  deed— one m ade even 
m ore evil by th e  w ay he lies to  his wife and tricks his 
d a u g h te r  in to  com ing  to  th e  place o f  sacrifice.

A s L ance M o rro w  p o in ts  o u t in his recen t book Evil: 
An Investigation, “m uch  evil arises from  perceived neces
sity.”8 A gam em non , in g iv in g  in to  th e  “necessity” o f 
sa iling  to  war, com m its an evil th a t w ill com e back to  
d e s tro y  h im  in m ind  and  body. T h e  ch o ru s (a g ro u p  in 
G reek  trag ed ies  th a t re p o r ts  co m m u n ity  reac tion) ch an ts  
its lam en t for th e  c rim e A g am em non  has com m itted . 
“W h e n  th e  K ing  accepted  th is  necessity, he g re w  evil. 
C rossw inds darkened  his m ind , his w ill s topped  a t n o th 
ing. I t  p leased  h im  to  im ag ine th e  in fa tuation  o f  his ha rd  
h e a r t w as d a r in g  and  decision .”9

A g am em n o n ’s m ind  w as indeed darkened. In  the  
Iliad, H o m er p o rtra y s  h im  as a leader m ore  concerned  
abou t au th o rity  th an  th e  w elfare o f  his m en. In  E u rip id es’ 
Hecuba, w e see th a t evil choices becom e easy to  make. 
H av in g  killed his ow n d a u g h te r  for safe passage  to  Troy, 
A gam em non  callously  allow s th e  sacrifice o f  one o f  the  
few rem ain in g  ch ild ren  o f  th e  k in g  o f  T ro y .10 A eschylus 
finishes th e  s to ry  in his tr ilo g y  o f  plays know n as the  
Oresteia." Indeed, A gam em non  does re tu rn  hom e safely 
as a co n q u e rin g  hero  and sits dow n to  an elaborate  ban
q u e t p rep a red  by his wife, Q ueen C ly tem nestra . B u t a t its 
close he dies by  h e r aveng ing  hand.

W ith  th is m urder, w e are  g iven an o th e r look a t the  
G reek  concep tion  o f  evil. I f  an en tire  w ar could be fough t 
to  p rese rv e  th e  h o n o r o f  th e  fam ily and  the  G reeks, how  
could a wife escape death  w hen  she m u rd e rs  h e r  husband, 
even if  he m u rd e red  h e r d au g h te r?  I t  tu rn s  o u t th a t she

cannot. H e r ow n ch ildren , O restes  and  E lec tra , tu rn  
aga in st her. T h e y  believe she is n o t aven g in g  a d a u g h te r’s 
death, bu t on ly  sn a tch in g  the  k ingdom  aw ay from  h er 
husband  to  give it to  th e  lover she has taken in his 

absence. In  s tr ik in g  c o n tra s t to  C ly tem n estra  is faithful 
Penelope, in H o m er’s Odyssey. She w aits  tw e n ty  years for 
h e r w an d e rin g  husband  to  re tu rn  from  T ro y .12

A s th e  tra g e d y  o f  A g am em n o n ’s house continues, 
O res te s  kills his m other, k n o w in g  gods pun ish  th o se  w ho  
m u rd e r paren ts . H e is hounded  o u t o f  tow n , chased  by 
av en g in g  F uries. O restes  is even tua lly  forg iven  as th e  
F u rie s  descend  on him  and  tu rn  them selves in to  fo rg iv 
in g  G races. T h u s, th e  G reek s lea rn ed  th e  su b tle  d is tin c 
tion  betw een  fam ily  m u rd e rs  co m m itted  for evil reasons 
and  th o se  co m m itted  to  r ig h t  th e  w ro n g s  o f  evil paren ts. 
A s th ese  s to ries  reveal, G reek s developed a soph istica ted  
and  e labo ra te  concep tion  o f  th e  h ie ra rch y  o f  evil. M u rd e r  
is evil, b u t som etim es a necessity ; therefo re , p u n ish m e n t 
m u s t fit th e  seriousness o f  th e  crim e.

G ra d a tio n s  o f  evil a re  a lso  e x p lo re d  in th e  m o s t 
fam ous o f  all G re e k  s to rie s , Oedipus the King, by  
S ophocles (495—405 B .C.).13 H e re  G re e k s  cou ld  v iew  
th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  a k in g ’s re fu sa l to  su b m it to  th e  
fate  th a t  h is son  w ill g ro w  up  to  k ill h im . In s te a d , th e  
k in g  a r ra n g e s  fo r th e  m u rd e r  o f  h is in fa n t son,
O ed ipus. B u t in  t r y in g  to  a r r a n g e  h is ow n  fate, th e  
k in g  a c tu a lly  e n su re s  th a t  O ed ip u s w ill in d eed  k ill h im . 
O ed ipus, in  tu rn , tr ie s  to  c irc u m v e n t th e  p ro p h e c y  th a t  
he  w ill k ill h is fa th e r  and  m a r ry  h is m o th e r, b u t acci
d e n ta lly  c o m m its  b o th  crim es. E v en  th o u g h  th e  ac tio n s  
a re  n o t  by  h is ow n  w ill, O ed ip u s is co n d e m n e d  to  
sp en d  th e  r e s t  o f  h is life in  ex ile  fro m  h is be loved  city.

W h y  is the  p u n ish m en t so severe? P a rtly  because o f  
the  G reek  response  to  th e  evil o f  pa tric ide  and  incest, and 
p a rtly  as a re su lt o f  th e  effort to  c ircum ven t Fate. M an  
m ay n o t a sse rt his w ill aga in st Fate. A s in th e  case o f  
O restes, O edipus finally achieves forgiveness, even 
redem ption . In th e  less w ell-know n sequel to  th e  story, 
Oedipus at Colonus, O edipus is n o t only  forgiven, he is also 
allow ed a death  a ttended  by gods. In w ha t appears to  be 
an a rg u m e n t th a t too  s tr ic t an application o f  th e  princip le 
o f  accep ting  one’s F a te  m ay itse lf  be evil, Sophocles su g 
g ests  th a t m an  should  n o t be w holly  blam ed for a tte m p t
in g  to  p rev en t h im self from  c o m m ittin g  te rrib le  crim es 
and  should  n o t be blam ed for failure to  avoid the  crim e. 
O edipus pow erfully  a rgues his innocence:
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H ow  can m y n a tu re  be evil,
w hen  all I did w as m atch in g  o th e rs ’ actions?
E ven  had  I done  w h a t I did full consciously, 
even so, I w ou ld  n o t have been evil,
B u t th e  t ru th  is, I knew  n o th in g  
w hen  I cam e w h ere  I d id .14

In  th is  play, w r i t te n  m an y  y e a rs  a f te r  Oedipus the 
King an d  n e a r  th e  en d  o f  h is life, S ophocles seem s 
re a d y  to  a s s e r t  th a t  m an  has a r ig h t  to  m ake som e o f  
h is  ow n  cho ices a b o u t Fate.

P lato , one  o f  th e  m o s t fam ous o f  G reek  p h ilo so 
p h e rs  (429-347 B.C.), b eg in s  h is ex te n s iv e  e x a m 
in a tio n  o f  G re e k  ideas o f  evil and  finds th em  

w a n tin g . H e c h a llen g es  th e  w r it in g  o f  th e  p o e ts  and  
p la y w rig h ts , a s s e r t in g  th a t  th e ir  ideas a re  n o t  a p p ro p ri
a te  to  h is p lan s  fo r th e  ideal repub lic , w h ich  are  de ta iled  
a t le n g th  in h is trea tise , Plato’s RepublicP H e sees 
G re e k  s to rie s  as to o  em o tio n a l, an d  even w orse , he 
believes th e y  p o r tr a y  th e  g o d s in  a n eg a tiv e  lig h t.

P la to  w ould  n o t allow  you n g  people o f  his republic to  
read  tales o f  death and destruc tion , n o r w ould he w an t 
them  to  see the  gods ac ting  in conn iv ing  and spiteful 
ways. T h e y  m u st be po rtrayed  as com pletely good and 
w o rth y  o f  em ulation. P la to  goes so far as to  say th a t unbe
lief in the  gods itse lf  is evil and should  be trea ted  as a capi
tal crim e.16 R a th er than  a llow ing lite ra tu re  to  exp lo re  the  
m ean ing  o f evil, he w ishes to  stam p o u t evil by keeping 
y o u n g  people innocen t o f w rongdo ing . B ut m ere  avoid
ance o f  evil is n o t enough. G oodness m u st aggressively  
a sse rt itself, for the  m ere  absence o f  good  is indeed evil.

P la to  believes th a t s to ries  o f  m u rd e r and incest 
m erely  inflam e th e  passions. In his republic, law  will

g u a rd  th e  m ora ls  o f  th e  young: “T h e  force e x e rte d  by 
law  is excellen t, and  one shou ld  alw ays co -opera te  w ith  
it, because a lth o u g h  ‘calcu la tion ’ is a noble th ing , it  is 
gen tle , n o t v io len t, and its  efforts need  assistan ts, so th a t 
th e  gold  in us m ay prevail over th e  o th e r  substances.”17

F u r th e rm o re , th e  in d iv id u a l “m u s t d ig e s t th e  t r u th  
a b o u t th ese  fo rces th a t  p u ll h im , and  ac t on  it in  his 
life; th e  s ta te  m u s t g e t  an  ac c o u n t o f  it  e ith e r  fro m  one  
o f  th e  go d s o r  from  th e  h u m a n  e x p e r t  . . .  an d  in c o rp o 
ra te  it in  th e  fo rm  o f  a law  to  g o v e rn  b o th  its  in te rn a l  
affa irs and  its  re la tio n s  w ith  o th e r  s ta tes . A  fu r th e r  
re s u lt  w ill be a c le a re r  d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  v ir tu e  and  
vice.”18 W h e re a s  s to ry te l l in g  fails to  m o d e ra te  h u m an  
b eh av io r and  m ay even  in c ite  bad  th in k in g  and  bad  
d o ing , P la to  believes th a t  r ig h te o u s  law s w ill p reva il.

T oday  w e shou ld  be g ra te fu l th a t P la to  d id  n o t suc
ceed in s ta m p in g  o u t th e  p o e ts  and  p lay w rig h ts , for 
th e ir  w o rk  p rov ides us w ith  o u r fu llest u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f 
G reek  beliefs ab o u t evil. T h e se  beliefs, th o u g h  se t in  th e  
c o n te x t o f  F a te  and  th e  gods, focus on  h u m an  re la tio n 
sh ips th a t w ere  m ean t to  be resp ec tfu l o f  th e  se lf  and  
o thers . A failu re o f  re sp ec t w as a fa ilu re  o f  goodness. 
F a ilu re  o f  g o o d n ess  defined evil. T h o u g h  th e  G reek s  
lacked th e  Ju d eo -C h ris tian  fram ew o rk  th a t  defines good  
and  evil as d iam etrica lly  opposed  forces, th ro u g h  th e ir  
s to ries  o f  g ods and  h u m an s th e  G reek s  c rea ted  a socie ty  
th a t dem anded  h igh  s ta n d a rd s  o f  behavior.
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The Great Controversy over 
You-Know-Who

By Nancy Lecourt

A t the Adventist elementary school near my home there was quite a
ruckus over the Harry Potter books a few years ago. Parents complained 
because some children were bringing the books to school in their back

packs, and their own children were thus getting an opportunity to read books 
that they had forbidden. The books were banned from the campus, and a black 
friend of mine spoke at a board meeting where this decision was discussed.

Fantasy or reality? The author 
attempts to head toward Hogwarts 
on Platform 9 3/?.

“I w ou ld  like to  call y o u r a t te n tio n  to  a book  c u r
re n tly  b e in g  read  a t th is  schoo l— The Tittle House in the 
Big Woods. T h e  fa th e r  in th is  book  s in g s  a s o n g  a b o u t 
'U n c le  N e d ,’ w h o  is ca lled  an  ‘o ld  darkey ,’ w h o ’s ‘g o n e  
w h e re  g o o d  d a rk e y s  g o .’1 I h a v e n ’t  c o m p la in e d  a b o u t 
th is  ra c is t  la n g u a g e  b e c a u se  c e n s o rs h ip  a n d  b o o k -  
b a n n in g  a re  so  o ffen siv e  to  m e. B u t i f  I can  s ta n d  to  
have  m y  d a u g h te r s  re a d  a b o u t ‘d a rk ie s ,’ th e n  I th in k  
you  s h o u ld  be ab le  to  s ta n d  to  h av e  y o u r  c h ild re n  
w a tc h  m in e  re a d  Harry Potter d u r in g  re c e ss .”

“I see y o u r p o in t,” rep lied  a n o th e r  father, “b u t in 
H a rry  P o tte r  w e’re  ta lk in g  abou t rea l evil.”

T h e  books are  still banned  from  th e  cam pus.

How Have Adventists Reacted 
to Harry Potter?

In  A u s tra lia , R o w lin g ’s books have been  b a n n ed  fro m  
all s ix ty  A d v e n tis t schoo ls.2 In  th e  U n ite d  S ta tes, 
a lth o u g h  no  official ac tio n s  have been  taken , i t  a p p ea rs  
th a t  th e  m a jo r ity  o f  SD A  schoo ls  do  n o t a llow  th e m  on  
cam pus. R e sp o n d in g  to  m y e-m ail q u e s tio n , G e ra ld  
Kovalsky, v ice p re s id e n t fo r ed u ca tio n  in th e  N o r th  
A m erican  D iv is io n , rep lied , “I do  n o t have a sen se  o f  
how  m an y  schoo ls  have ac tu a lly  b an n ed  th e  b o o k s in 
te rm s  o f  b o a rd  o r  co n fe ren ce  office o f  ed u ca tio n  ac tion . 
M y  log ica l e x p e c ta tio n  is th a t  no  schoo l w ill allow  
th e m  on cam pus.”

In B ritain , a policy n o t to  allow  books w ith  w itches



and wizards in them was put in place about ten years ago 
(though an exception is made for the Narnia books), and 
thus when the Harry Potter books appeared they were 
banned automatically

Contrariwise, as Tweedledee said to Alice, children’s 
literature classes at Adventist colleges and universities 
teach or at least discuss the Harry Potter books, and 
Adventist scholars are busy analyzing them. At the 
meetings of the Popular Culture Association both last

mentioned above, they were the basis of a presentation at 
the North American Division Teachers Convention in 
Dallas in August 2000.

Her Journal of Adventist Education article begins and 
ends with a statement about children learning to think 
for themselves, and people making their own, informed 
decisions. “Should Harry Potter come to your Adventist 
school? I leave that decision to you” (9). In between, 
however, Oliver describes the Potter books as promoting

../ ‘but in Harry Potter we’re talking about real evi

spring and again next, panels discussing Harry Potter 
did and will feature several Adventists reading papers.3 
Many Adventists—young, old, and of a certain age—are 
happily reading and rereading book five, whereas others 
are just as determinedly choosing not to read.

Clearly, we Adventists are as conflicted and divided 
over Harry Potter as are many other conservative 
Christian groups, with some, like Charles Colson and 
Christianity Today, finding the books to be stories about 
courage, loyalty, friendship, and love, and others, like 
Richard Abanes, seeing in them the Devil’s latest tools 
for entrapping children.

Although the arguments over Harry Potter among 
Adventists touch on many subjects—the use of time, the 
representation of violence in books for children, the role 
of fantasy and the imagination, the duties of parents and 
educators in guiding children’s reading, the state of the 
dead—at the heart of the debate seems to be a disagree
ment about what constitutes “real evil.”

By far the longest and most widely circulated article 
to appear in an official Adventist publication is “Should 
Harry Potter Come to Adventist Schools?” by Anita 
Oliver, a cover story in the Journal of Adventist Education 
for February/March 2001. This article (slightly modified 
for a broader audience) was reprinted by the South 
Pacific Division Record in December of that year. The 
revision then appeared as a cover story for the Adventist 
Review in November 2002. With it were “Two Perspec
tives” (predictably, Yes and No) by Soraya Parish and 
Richard Abanes, several links from the online version, 
and a resultant flood of readers’ letters.

Oliver is chair of the Department of Curriculum and 
Instruction in the School of Education at La Sierra 
University. Her views on Harry Potter have had wide 
coverage; before they were published in the three sources

revenge, and discusses their characters’ use of power to 
control others, the books’ shocking violence, and a posi
tive attitude in them toward paganism and the occult. 
She then offers some guidelines, including Philippians 
4:8 (“Whatever things are true”) and Mathew 5:44 
(“Love your enemies”).

Although Oliver makes an effort to be balanced, the 
article’s argument depends on many rhetorical questions 
(“Will knowing the difference between right and wrong 
enable us to ignore the ‘bad parts’ of a book? Is reading 
Harry Potter or similar books a matter of right and 
wrong or is it just good fun?” [8)]), which leads the 
reader straight to a conclusion that no, Harry Potter 
should NOT come to Adventist schools.

Not surprisingly, Rowling’s homeland provides the 
only other official Adventist article of any length about 
Harry Potter. Isobel Webster’s “Your Teenager and the 
World of Harry Potter” appeared in the British Union 
Messenger in June 2001. Webster is described as a “jour
nalist and counselor,” and her article is far more negative 
than Oliver’s.

She begins by suggesting that contemporary stan
dards of entertainment are at an all-time low in earth’s 
history, as evidenced by the popularity of crime and 
detective novels, movies, and TV series. She claims that 
“in past generations murder was such a shocking thing, 
no decent person would enjoy a story based on it for 
entertainment” (6). (One is tempted to wonder whether 
Homer, Shakespeare, and Dickens had no “decent” people 
in their audiences.) Unlike Oliver, she does not leave the 
decision to her readers. Rather, she affirms that the 
Harry Potter books promote “positive attitudes toward
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the occult in a guise that Christians find tempting. The 
tempter is no fool” (7).

The only other substantive article on Harry Potter 
by an Adventist that I could find appeared in an unoffi
cial publication, Adventist Today, in the January/February 
2002 issue under the title “Frodo Good, Harry Bad.”
The author, Glen Greenwalt (described as “an artist and 
theologian”) argues that “our world really is enchant
ed—for good and evil” (23), and (somewhat gleefully) 
points out that the reason “fundamentalists” don’t like 
the Harry Potter books is that they themselves are paro
died in the books.

Rowling is explicitly critical of literal-minded 
muggles who cannot sense the enchantment that is 
under their noses. If they mistake the Potter books 
as literal, the fanciful world of wizards and spells 
becomes indeed an entre [sic} into the world of the 
occult. (23)

Is it no surprise, of course, that the issue of literal 
versus metaphorical or “imaginative” readings appears 
repeatedly in this debate. Isobel Webster affirms that 
“Adventists claim ... to hold fast to the Word as it 
stands. We take it literally,” (7) and applies this 
hermeneutic to Rowling:

Harry Potter books are full of ghosts, poltergeists, 
spells and curses, witches and wizards, divination, 
and dark powers. Whether this is suitable reading 
for Christians of any age depends on whether you 
believe that these things are real. If they do not 
exist, then perhaps Harry Potter is harmless 
enough. If, however, such occult powers do exist 
and are involved in the great controversy which 
rages around us, then being entertained by them is 
like offering our children a ouija board or taking 
them to a séance. (7)

This question of what is “real” is central to the 
Harry Potter debate. When Rowling’s fans protest that 
the books are fantasy, their detractors argue that they 
are only fantasy i f  you don’t believe in witches, wizards, 
and divination.

Oliver, although acknowledging that the books are 
fantasy, argues that “our senses tend to blur the distinc
tion between the imaginary and the actual” (7). In 
response to protests that the world of Hogwarts is imag
inary, she poses more rhetorical questions: “Is the occult

real, or only imaginary, as some argue? Does Satan 
attack us only in the garb of ugliness, or does he come 
with charm and enticements as well?” (7).

Richard Abanes, who presents the “No” perspective 
published in the Review along with Oliver’s article, makes 
this same argument: “It cannot be denied that the Harry 
Potter books contain real-world occult practices. For 
example, they contain astrology, numerology, divination, 
mediumship, channeling, crystal gazing, necromancy.”4

The argument on this side is that although the 
Potter books may be fantasy, the occult is real, and if 
children are exposed to the idea of these kinds of prac
tices, they may want to learn more, will become more 
susceptible to real pagans and wiccans who want to 
“recruit” them. Here’s Oliver again: “Since children have 
been reading the story of Harry Potter, they have 
become more interested in paganism and the occult than 
ever before” (7).

Adventists who argue on the other side reiterate 
that, although the occult is real, the “magic” in Harry 
Potter is certainly not (though Rowling did her research 
and uses terms and names associated historically with 
witchcraft). Writing to the February 20, 2003, issue of 
the Adventist Review from Courtice, Ontario, Rex Strom 
reminds readers that “the magic in these books is typified 
by flying on broomsticks, waving magic wands, and mak
ing things disappear. This is quite different from spiritu
alism, which is worship of the devil and evil spirits” (28).

And writing to the Review on January 16, 2003, from 
Clifton, Colorado, to cancel his subscription, Fredric 
Openheim asks, “Does Oliver not know that children 
have always invented fantasy for themselves and for oth
ers? In truth, Oliver herself lives in a fantasy world if 
she sees harm in the likes of Harry Potter” (3).

Finally, Connie Neal, whose August 22, 2003, article, 
“Guarding Your Child: 10 Ways to Protect Kids in an 
Occult-filled Popular Culture” at ChristianityToday.com, 
is linked to the Adventist Review Web site area on Harry 
Potter, writes that “our family differentiates between lit
erary ‘magic’ in a fantasy world and stories in which 
witchcraft is used in real-life settings” (4).

Arguments about what is real pale, however, before 
the central issue of what constitutes evil. For Rowling’s 
detractors, evil means the Devil and his works: pagan
ism, occult practices. Lisa Grant writes to the Review of 
February 20, 2003, from Kissimmee, Florida: “I had a 
sense that I was getting too close to demonic powers. I 
chose not to finish the book” (28). In correspondence 
published in the same issue, Lee Belcher of Columbia,



Maryland, likens reading the books to visiting the witch 
of Endor.

Along similar lines, Richard Abanes, in an excerpt 
from Harry Potter and the Bible at adventistreview.org, 
spends pages detailing every allusion to alchemists, 
Theosophists, Greek myths, and Arthurian legends. “The 
allusions could easily stir a child’s curiosity about 
occultism—perhaps enough for that child to one day 
dabble in it.” The danger in the books lies in the words

great courage, to suffer terrible pain, and even to risk his 
own life for the sake of others, as his mother risked (and 
lost) her life to save him.

Indeed, her selfless love is what protects Harry from 
Voldemort’s murderous rage. From this point of view, 
the books follow the classic “high fantasy” model of both 
C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien: cosmic good and evil 
fight for human souls; the protagonist must choose, often 
at great peril, whether to fight for good or give in to evil.

For these people, racism is “ real evil” because it diminshes human lives.

themselves, which will lead the unsuspecting reader 
toward a desire to learn more about “occult practices.”5

Readers who enjoy the Harry Potter books seem to 
be more concerned about evil as it plays out in relation
ships between people. Not “Evil” as an invisible force 
emanating from the Devil and anything associated with 
him, but evil thoughts and actions as they affect human 
beings. For these people, racism is “real evil” because it 
diminishes human lives. People, like my friend, who feel 
that we must fight racism and injustice, and that to do so 
we require courage, loyalty, intelligence, and love are 
happy to have their children read the Potter books 
because they interpret them as promoting these values.

Connie Neal “discovered [that] Rowling’s central 
characters are imperfect kids who aim to do good. They 
model self-sacrifice, courage, and kindness, while learning 
to identify and resist evil” (l). Rex Strom argues that the 
books emphasize “the power of love over evil... .When 
Harry and his friends have an opportunity they work to 
liberate the oppressed—again a major Christian theme” 
(28) And Glen Greenwalt describes the books as “the 
Christian story in outline form—tinkering a bit with 
words like ‘magic,’ ‘wizards,’ ‘spells,’ and the like” (22).

“Evil” for such readers is represented in the books by 
Lord Voldemort, a satanic figure who will do anything 
to attain life for himself, including torture and murder, 
and who rules by fear. Voldemort is evil because he and 
his followers hurt others to benefit themselves. They are 
the antithesis of love, trust, caring, loyalty; his followers 
are also elitist and “racist” in the sense that they despise 
all but “pureblooded” wizards.

Looked at in this way, magic in the books represents 
power, the kind of power we all have: “the power to will 
and to do.” This power may be used for good or ill; 
choosing the good often requires Harry to summon

Ironically, both types of reader see Satan in the 
Harry Potter books. One group identifies particular 
words and phrases associated with Satan in our world; 
the other explores the characters, plot, symbols, and 
other literary techniques and finds a Satan figure. To the 
first group, the books themselves “are” evil; to the other, 
the books are “about” evil—and goodness. Clearly, the 
twain shall never meet.
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Two Views on 
A Day o f Gladness
A Welcome Alternative 

in Sabbath Studies
Review by John Brunt

I t is not easy to review the work of one’s 
own admired professor, but it is a privilege 
to be reminded why his classes were 

always so interesting and thought provoking.

Herold Weiss,
A Day o f Gladness: 

The Sabbath 
among Jews and 

Christians in Antiquity. 
Columbia: South 

Carolina University 
Press, 2003.

This work is a critical study of Sabbath in 
early Christianity and in the Judaism contem
porary with it. It presents a view of the 
Sabbath during this period that is quite differ
ent from the theses of two major works, Willi 
Rordorf’s Sunday: the History of the Day of Rest 
and Worship in the Earliest Centuries of the 
Christian Church, and the work edited by 
Donald Carson, From Sabbath to Ford’s Day: A 
Biblical and Theological Investigation.

Rordorf holds that Jesus radically abolished 
the Sabbath law and that eventually in the 
Church the significance of Sabbath rest was 
assigned to Sunday gatherings in commemora
tion of the Resurrection. The authors in 
Carson’s work hold that there was no transfer 
of the qualities of Sabbath from Saturday to 
Sunday, but that Christians are liberated from 
Sabbath observance in favor of a rest every day 
of their lives. Both of these works find their way 
onto many of the anti-Seventh-day Adventist 
Web sites that have become ubiquitous.

In contrast, Weiss concludes that the New 
Testament does not have a polemic against the 
“Jewish” Sabbath (177). Rather, the New 
Testament shows that the Sabbath occupied a

prominent position in early Christian communi
ties even though there were significant debates 
concerning the Sabbath, and even though Saobath 
was understood in different ways. Weiss’s work is 
clearly not, however, an apology for the SabbcJth 
in early Christianity. This will probably disappoint 
many Adventists as they read the book.

Weiss makes it clear at the beginning that 
his work does not seek to get drawn into the 
“fruitless arguments” between those who believe 
that the Christian Sabbath is Sunday and those 
who hold Sabbath as the seventh day of the 
week (3). Rather than being an apology for 
Sabbath observance, Weiss's study is a critical 
study that uses critical methodologies—sunk as 
form criticism, tradition criticism, reduction 
criticism, and so forth—to try to understand 
what the texts show about the Sabbath.

A n u m b e r o f  A d v e n tis ts  w ill also  be d isap 
p o in ted  w ith  m an y  o f  W eiss’s conclusions, espe
cially  w ith  re g a rd  to  th e  d iv e rs ity  he sees in 
v a rio u s N ew  T e s ta m e n t v iew s a b o u t Sabbath . 
H ow ever, W eiss has alw ays been  k n o w n  fo r r ig 
o ro u s  h o n e s ty  in  s e t t in g  fo rth  co n c lu sio n s as he 
sees them , and  th a t  m u s t be ap p rec ia ted  and  
co m m ended , even w h e re  one d isag rees.



W eiss begins by tracing a diversity of views 
concerning Sabbath among the early Jewish 
Rabbis, Philo, the Samaritans, and Josephus. 

The book would be well worth the price if this were all 
it contained. Weiss shows the diversity of views that 
existed among various Jewish groups, even though all 
were committed to the observance of Sabbath.

If in some ways this section on the Jewish material 
seems more convincing than the main body of work 
on the early Christian material, it is probably because 
there is much more data in the former, whereas many 
of the early Christian works contain only brief refer
ences to Sabbath.

What then is the diversity that Weiss sees in the 
New Testament with regard to Sabbath? The reader 
might be aided by looking at Weiss’s summary on page 
180 before reading the book. It is a very clear over
view of his conclusions.

First, with regard to Jesus, Weiss concludes that 
because so much of the material in the Sabbath stories 
within the Gospels is traditional material, it is impossi
ble to reconstruct Jesus’ position on the Sabbath. 
Therefore, Weiss does not attempt to do so. He looks 
instead at the different writings to see the view of the 
Sabbath found in each one.

With regard to the Synoptic Gospels, Weiss con
cludes that the Christian communities they reflect took 
for granted the legitimacy of Sabbath rest. Although 
they did have debates over what kinds of activities could 
lawfully be done on Sabbath, they clearly assumed that 
Sabbath would be observed (96). The exegesis that leads 
Weiss to these conclusions is convincing and clear.

Weiss sees quite a different picture with regard to 
the Gospel of John and the Gospel of Thomas. (In the 
debate over whether the Gospel of Thomas is early or 
is a later Gnostic work, Weiss sides with the former). 
According to Weiss, the Johannine community had 
interpreted Sabbath within the framework of its real
ized eschatology. Its members believed that Jesus did 
not abolish the Sabbath, but rather established the 
eschatological Sabbath among them. They saw them
selves as enjoying Sabbath rest while doing the work 
of God every day of their lives. Thus, Sabbath retained 
a significance for John, but was not tied to a single day 
of the week (104).

Because of its break with Judaism, the Johannine 
community had to reconstruct its symbolic universe, 
which changed its understanding of Sabbath. This 
community did not leave Sabbath behind as a relic of

the past to be repudiated; rather, it was given new sig
nificance in their lives (l 10).

The Gospel of Thomas presents a similar picture. 
Here the view is that one’s whole life is lived in a 
perennial Sabbath, where the Sabbath has been 
released from the weekly chronological cycle (107-8).

For his understanding of Paul, Weiss focuses on 
two passages: Galatians 4 and Romans 14. He treats 
Colossians 2 in a separate chapter, since he does not 
hold that Paul wrote Colossians. According to Weiss, 
the difference between the weak and strong in Rome 
was that some continued to keep Sabbath specifically as 
a day of rest, whereas others were more like the 
Johannine community and observed all days alike.

The dispute was not over whether they should pay 
attention to the Sabbath, but whether the day was 
present to them in repeated twenty-four-hour periods 
within a weekly cycle, or present in all days of the 
week (129). According to Weiss, Paul saw both as valid 
ways to be obedient to the Lord (130). Paul’s interest 
was in a new creation, and in that new creation 
Sabbath is no longer bound to its original calendric 
limits. He claims this does not take the Sabbath away, 
but eschatologizes it (131).

The picture in Colossians is quite different for 
Weiss. Colossians 2:16 has generally been interpreted 
to say that opponents were imposing Sabbath on the 
Colossians. Weiss, following the exegetical work of 
Troy Martin, concludes quite the opposite. Rather 
than imposing Sabbath, these opponents were criticiz
ing their observance of Sabbath.

The author of Colossians is defending the legiti
macy of this continued observance of Sabbath by 
Christians. The author sees observances such as 
Sabbath as anticipations of the eschatological realties 
in which Christians have their hope (141). This is what 
the author means when he says these observances are 
shadows of things to come. The opposing teachers 
wanted to do away with what they considered Jewish. 
The author of Colossians defends those who continue 
to observe Sabbath against those who would condemn 
them for doing so.

Finally, Weiss examines Hebrews and the letter of 
Barnabas, and concludes that they are similar. According 
to Hebrews, God entered into his rest at the beginning 
of creation, and when those who have faith and hope
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cease from their labors they will enter God’s rest. But it 
is an eschatological hope, not a present reality (158).

The situation is somewhat different with Barnabas, 
who also eschatologizes Sabbath rest, but sees that 
even God cannot enjoy perfect Sabbath rest now 
because of evil in the world (160). Weiss concludes 
that the authors of Hebrews and Barnabas disconnect
ed themselves from the weekly Sabbath by eschatolo- 
gizing its true nature (161). However, for both, the 
Sabbath is the ultimate experience to which they 
should aspire (162).

Weiss concludes that there is as much diversity in 
the New Testament as there is in Judaism with regard 
to Sabbath. However, rather than disregarding Sabbath, 
the early Christians, who found it difficult to abandon 
Sabbath, understood it in different ways.

How should we assess Weiss’s work? First, it is 
a welcome alternative to the critical views 
presented in works such as those by Rordorff 

and Carson. Weiss’s basic view that the New Testa
ment does not contain an invective against the Jewish 
Sabbath is both welcome to Seventh-day Adventists 
and supported by the evidence Weiss presents.

T h e  p r im a ry  p ro b le m  in W eiss’s w o rk  re s ts  in th e  
sp ecu la tiv e  n a tu re  o f  som e o f  its  conclu sions. I w ill c ite  
th e  tw o  ex am ples .

Weiss’s weakest section seems to be his discussion 
on Paul. He bases his conclusions on only two pas
sages, and yet he has to admit that Sabbath observance 
was only “likely” involved in Galatians, but was not 
explicit (121). I would argue that there is even less evi
dence that Sabbath was involved in Romans 14.

Although Weiss surveys four different positions on 
the meaning of “days” in Romans 14, he dismisses 
three of them and concludes that the issue in Rome 
had to do with the Sabbath. One of the views he dis
misses is that of Max Rauer, who argued that the days 
discussed in Romans 14 are not Sabbath days or wor
ship days, but fast days. Weiss calls Rauer’s view an 
argument from silence. But in fact Rauer’s work is 
much more than that. His evidence is more persuasive 
than Weiss gives credit.

In fact, when Weiss expresses disappointment that 
Paul did not elaborate more on the question of days, as 
he did with the question of food (129), the answer may 
well be that Paul’s elaboration about food is at the 
same time an elaboration about days, since the whole

chapter involves eating, both what to eat and when to 
eat. This view makes the whole flow of the argument 
in Romans 14 much more sensible. Therefore, when 
Weiss concludes on page 127 that it is clear that the 
debate at Rome was not whether or not to observe the 
Sabbath, but which day was Sabbath, he goes far 
beyond what the evidence warrants.

Therefore, the whole chapter on Paul is based on 
two questionable passages that may not have anything 
to do with Sabbath at all. It seems dangerous to specu
late when the data are so slim. Imagine, for instance, 
how different our understanding of Paul’s view of the 
Eucharist might be if we had all his letters except 
First Corinthians. Since we are dealing with occasional 
literature, topics that may have been very important 
to Paul may have gone unmentioned if no situation 
warranted discussion of the topic.

With regard to the Johannine writings, Weiss 
interprets the community’s view of the Sabbath in 
light of its realized eschatology. And yet the redaction 
of the Gospel of John we possess includes not only a 
strong realized eschatology, but also a real future 
eschatology as well. In John 6, Jesus says, “The one 
who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, 
and I will raise him/her up on the last day.” If the 
futuristic aspect of eschatology is included in one’s 
understanding of the Johannine community as well, 
this might make a difference in the way Weiss inter
prets the Sabbath in that community.

In  sp ite  o f  th e se  c ritic ism s, how ever, W eiss’ w o rk  
is one  th a t  c a n n o t an d  sh o u ld  n o t  be ig n o re d . H is  o v e r
all th e s is  sh o u ld  take its  p lace  a m o n g  th e  o th e r  c ritica l 
s tu d ie s  as a help fu l a lte rn a tiv e , and  his ex e g e s is  o f  
specific p a ssa g e s  sh o u ld  evoke in te re s t in g  an d  usefu l 
c o n v e rsa tio n s  from  a v a r ie ty  o f  p e rsp ec tiv es .

In the end, although the work is a critical study, 
Weiss’s own regard for and appreciation of the 
Sabbath cannot be hidden. He ends by saying, “Even if 
the tragedy of 70 C.E. made it easy for Christians to 
separate themselves from the temple in Jerusalem, it 
has not been that easy for them to break away from 
the Jewish temple in time. Its sanctity is based on the 
vision of reality that transcends the material world 
ruled by the sun, moon and the stars. It is based in an 
unshakable world in which God now rests and 
humans hope to live.”

John Brunt is the senior pastor of the Azure Hills Seventh-day Adventist 

Church, in Grand Terrace, California.



A Meticulous Scholarly Work

Review by Alden Thompson

I w ant to thank the Association of A dventist Forum s for the 
invitation to respond to Herold Weiss’s book. It is a great privilege 
for me to join in dialogue w ith one of my form er teachers 

at the seminary, a teacher whom I much admired and who gently 
pushed me to challenge my own conservative inclinations.

At a time when narrative and testimony 
have almost driven serious analysis and exegesis 
from the Church and have even made significant 
inroads into academia, I am powerfully tempted 
to read even this highly technical work as 
autobiography. As I worked my way through it,
I could not rid myself of the recurring mental 
pictures: Herold Weiss, with Earle Hilgert and 
Sakae Kubo, if I remember correctly, teaming up 
to teach Introduction to the New Testament 
to a huge crowd of unruly seminarians assembled 
in the chapel at Andrews University

The lectures did not always strike home, 
probably because our teachers were already run
ning with the horses and battling their way 
through the swelling of the Jordan, to borrow 
figures from Jeremiah 5, but their students were 
just trying to keep up with the footmen, and were 
already weary from simple battles in a peaceful 
land. We weren’t ready for the Jordan yet.

It was in a class in Old Testament Theology 
where I saw Weiss really shine. I tackled 
Helmer Ringgren’s The Messiah in the Old

Testament for a serious book review and turned 
it in with fear and trembling, hoping that I had 
understood the book. He said good things 
about my review, and even agreed with my 
assessment. I was greatly relieved. I suspect 
that not only his teaching, but also his positive 
response help to explain why I have such 
good memories of him.

But other pictures also crowded in upon 
me as I read, for the seminary was in turmoil 
when I was there, from 1965 to 1967. After 
the dust had cleared, some of the finest, god
fearing teachers on earth were gone. I don’t 
want to know which ones left voluntarily and 
which ones were asked to leave. Such ques
tions are often too painful even to discuss in 
private, much less in public.

Weiss went to teach in a Roman Catholic 
university while continuing to worship on 
Sabbath with his Spanish-speaking soul mates. 
And now he writes a meticulous scholarly work 
about the Sabbath, not from anger, but from 
love. I think I catch glimpses of that love lurk-
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ing in the shadows of his carefully developed arguments.
So what of the book’s strengths and weaknesses? 

First, it is a highly technical work, and except for the 
quite readable final chapter, would be challenging for 
anyone not trained in biblical studies. The Greek and 
Hebrew scripts are used instead of transliterations—one 
could have wished that the press had found a final Greek 
sigma somewhere among its fonts and that it could 
have at least gotten right the Hebrew word for Sabbath. 
But if theology majors are inclined to shrug at the 
biblical languages, what can we expect from printers?

world, for unless one moves in the direction of nonjudg- 
mental Myers-Briggs temperament profiles, the tendency of 
our modern age is to see the abstract thinkers as intelligent, 
the concrete thinkers as dumb, or at least not as bright.

Indeed, the 16 P. F. Test Profile that I took at 
Andrews in 1965 when Weiss was teaching at the semi
nary describes the “concrete-thinking” people as “less 
intelligent” with “lower scholastic mental capacity,” 
whereas the “abstract-thinking” people are “more intelli
gent,” “bright,” with “higher scholastic mental capacity.” 
And that language was still being used in 1981 when

Weiss does not reject the Sabbath. He argues persuasively that the 
Christians in the first century regarded it highly.

The summary itself depends on the carefully 
nuanced exegetical and historical arguments developed 
in each chapter. That means that the nontechnical 
reader will have to live by faith, even in the last chapter. 
As for usefulness to pastors, teachers, and thoughtful 
students of Scripture, Weiss tackles several “problem” 
passages, turning some into better news than we had 
hoped (Colossians 2, for example), and some into worse 
news than we had feared (Hebrews 4, for example). 
Interestingly enough, both Colossians and Hebrews 
are used by modern evangelical polemicists who argue 
that the Sabbath is no longer a viable option for Christians.

But Weiss does not reject the Sabbath. He argues 
persuasively that the Christians in the first century 
regarded it highly. His analysis of the Synoptic Gospels 
is most forceful in that respect. What he also does, 
however, is something that intrigues me a great deal, 
namely, argue for a typology of Sabbath keepers. This 
extends from those on the left who have moved the 
Sabbath into the abstract, symbolic realm, either in a 
present “realized” sense (John), or in a future eschato
logical sense (Hebrews)—in other words, they wouldn’t 
go to “church” on a real seventh day any more. On the 
right side of the spectrum are those who hold to a spe
cific seventh day (synoptic Gospels, Colossians). Paul, at 
least in Romans, seems to be arguing that these two 
communities should learn to live together in Christ.

In short, Weiss develops a model in which the 
“abstract” thinkers on the left move away from a concrete 
Sabbath tied to the calendar, whereas the “concrete” 
thinkers on the right defend it with some tenacity. Such a 
model presents us with real challenges in our modern

I took the test again (at which point, according to 
the test, I had become considerably “more intelligent”!). 
We all know where Spectrum fits on that spectrum.

Now my question is: How can a worshiping com
munity stay together if there are no concrete markers 
to hold it together? The universalizing impulse 
represented by those who stress the symbolic nature of 
the Sabbath can be enriching and exciting. But when 
will they come together for worship and with whom? 
Maybe it was and is inevitable that the Luke/Acts 
emphasis “eventually became mainstream Christianity,” 
to quote Weiss (181). In his chart, he describes the 
Luke/Acts view as follows: “Sabbath observance 
is an exemplary sign of liberating piety fully exhibited 
by Jesus and Paul” (180).

In this connection, the history of Reform Judaism 
is sobering. On rational grounds, the Jews who estab
lished Reform Judaism in nineteenth-century Germany 
moved worship to Sunday and abolished Jewish food 
laws. But when the community began to disintegrate, 
they came back to the seventh day and to Jewish food 
laws, on rational grounds, that is, in order to keep the 
community together. As a thriving worshiping com
munity, however, Reform Judaism is not one likely to 
be held up by church growth people as a success story.

Let us be candid, in our modern secular world, 
integrating belief, worship, and critical analysis is not 
an easy task. C. S. Lewis commented, while arguing 
against extemporaneous prayer, that the attempt 
to carry on “a critical and a devotional activity at the 
same moment” is not possible, for those are “two 
things hardly compatible.”1



Does Albert Camus’s comment about music also 
apply to religion? “Truly fertile Music, the only kind 
that will move us, that we truly appreciate, will be a 
Music conducive to Dream, which banishes all reason 
and analysis. One must not wish first to understand 
and then to feel. Art does not tolerate Reason.”2

Why is it that Annie Dillard would write an article 
entitled “Singing with the Fundamentalists” and pub
lish it in the Tale Review? And why would it be 
reprinted by the Theological Students Fellowship 
Bulletin, an Evangelical journal?3

his fellow Jews for slipping away from Sabbath prac
tices. Here, now is the quote from Williams:

As for biblical interpretation, there are not many 
institutions, outside fundamentalist and evangeli
cal circles, where it continues to hold a preemi
nent place. And where biblical scholarship is still 
pursued, much of it is so permeated with overspe
cialization or intellectual faddishness that it com
municates very little to lay people or even to 
scholars in other fields. Indeed, much of that very

Could the author of John and the author of Hebrews worship with their 
brothers and sisters who preserved the Synoptics?

And what should we make of the dialogue about 
“unthinking” Hasidic Judaism in Chaim Potok’s 
The Promise, the dialogue between David and Reuven 
Malter, the father-son duo, both committed to scholarly 
analysis:

Reuven: “I wish they weren’t so afraid of new ideas.” 
David: “You want a great deal, Reuven. The

Messiah has not yet come. Will new ideas 
enable them to go on singing and dancing?” 

Reuven: “We can’t ignore the truth, abba.”
David: “No..., we cannot ignore the truth. At the

same time we cannot quite sing and dance as 
they do.”4

My question would be: Could the author of John and 
the author of Hebrews worship with their brothers and 
sisters who preserved the Synoptics? And is Paul’s vision 
of the nonjudgmental church, a church that brings the 
two segments together, still alive and possible today? I’d 
love to hear Weiss’s comments on such matters.

Finally, I would like to offer a quote from James 
Williams, author of a 1991 Harper book, The Bible, 
Violence, and the Sacred, one that articulates our chal
lenge today. I don’t intend this comment to be any kind 
of subtle critique of Weiss’s excellent book. Not at all. 
But I do think the Williams quote is pertinent for a 
community today that wants to think, believe, and wor
ship, and that finds the Sabbath a tantalizing invitation 
to all three, perhaps in ways analogous to those reflect
ed in the life and experience of Philo the Jew, who, 
according to Weiss’s analysis, could get very upset with

little that it does communicate to the laity is per
ceived, rightly or wrongly, as destructive, because 
it appears to negate the value and significance of 
traditional texts, stories, symbols, and doctrines. 
One of the primary reasons for this perception is 
that in the university setting one often finds the 
point of view that the theologian or the teacher 
in religious studies is not responsible to any com
munity or circle of people except the academy 
and its discourse.5

As members of the body of Christ, Weiss and I are 
responsible to a community of believers. Weiss’s 
intriguing book can help us explore what it means to 
cherish a God-given “day of Gladness.”

Notes and References
1. Letters of C.S. Lewis, ed. W. H. Lewis (New York: Harcourt 
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5. James W illiams, The Bible, Violence, and the Sacred (San 

Francisco: HarperSan Francisco, 1991), 2—3.
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Searching for Justice 
in Marriage
Review by David R. Larson

Because it criticizes marriage as customarily
understood and practiced, this book will unsettle 
many who oppose same-sex marriage and many 

who favor it. This is why we should read and discuss 
it. If any publication can prom pt all of us to reexamine 
our positions on this controversial issue, this is it.

Marvin M. Ellison, 
Same-Sex Marriage? 
A Christian Ethical 

Analysis. 
Cleveland, Ohio: 

Pilgrim Press, 
2004.

Marvin M. Ellison is an ordained minister who 
describes himself as gay, Presbyterian, and progres
sive. He serves as Willard S. Bass Professor of 
Christian Ethics at Bangor Theological Seminary in 
Maine, a Congregational school for the preparation 
of clergy founded in 1814. He has written several 
other books about sexual ethics.

“As someone who was once married heterosexu- 
ally,” Ellison writes, “I confess that I never found 
marriage personally liberating or particularly user- 
friendly” (14l). He dedicates this book to Frank 
Brooks, his life partner, with the observation that 
“loving requires work and play, but not necessarily a 
marriage license” (vi). He anticipates that, “if and 
when the marriage option becomes legally available, 
we will choose not to wed” (149).

This book’s seven chapters fall into three clus
ters. The first two highlight the various forms of 
marriage and focus upon justice as the norm by 
which to judge these constantly changing arrange
ments. Using this standard, the middle three chap
ters examine and evaluate as many contemporary 
schools of thought: (l) opposition to same-sex mar
riage, (2) advocacy of same-sex marriage, and (3) 
criticism of marriage as an oppressive institution.

Although he is least sympathetic with the first

option, more so with the second, and most of all 
with the third, Ellison’s summaries and judgments 
are evenhanded. His final two chapters outline his 
criticisms of the primary trends in the history of 
Christian sexual thought as well as his call for a 
paradigm shift in Christian sexual thinking. 
Throughout the volume, he addresses the pertinent 
theological and legal literature in ways that inform.

It is tempting in discussions like this to compare 
the best homosexual unions with the worst hetero
sexual ones, or vice versa. Ellison resists this temp
tation. Regrettably, however, the entire body of 
Christian sexual thought from Augustine in the fifth 
century through Karl Barth in the twentieth is dis
appointing at best and disastrous at worst.

The one exception of which I am aware is Jeremy 
Taylor’s very brief account in seventeenth-century 
England of the natural benefits of marital sexual inti
macy in The Rule and Exercises of Holy hiving. This 
sad reality justifies Ellison’s call for a paradigm shift 
without settling what shape it should take.

I think Ellison’s critique is not as telling as it 
might be because it tends to equate the institution of 
marriage with the oppression of women. Given the 
entire history of Christian sexual thought and prac
tice, this proclivity makes much sense. Nevertheless,



it underplays the attempts of many contemporary het
erosexual couples, Christian and otherwise, to envision 
and establish egalitarian marriages. Ellison acknowl
edges this more recent development; however, it does 
not generally inform his ethical analysis.

Ellison holds that justice involves more than formal 
equality or fair distribution. It “is best grasped as an 
ongoing process of active intervention to correct injus
tices by reordering skewed power dynamics,” he writes 
(49). He identifies three things he considers unjust: (l) 
our negative, or at least pathologically ambivalent, atti
tudes about almost everything sexual; (2) our identifica
tion of heterosexuality as the standard by which we 
judge all other forms of human sexuality; and (3) our 
tacit approval of sexual abuse, exploitation, and violence. 
His paradigm shift .would reverse all three patterns.

Ellison’s analysis helps us understand why the ques
tion of same-sex marriage prompts such intense feelings 
on all sides of the issue. “Injustice happens less from 
efforts to keep gay people ‘in their place,”’ he writes, “and 
more from having no place in which gayness is visible 
and represented as a valid way of being human” (50).

Ellison holds that legalized marriage could provide 
homosexual men and women who live together in 
committed relationships more than the tangible bene
fits of being married. It could also give them a respect
ed place in society. Increasing benefits is important; 
enhancing status is more so. My only hesitancy about 
this valuable insight is that it may leave the impression 
that “gayness” is a singular and uniform way of life. As 
Ellison makes clear elsewhere, it is not.

Those who write about such things often distin
guish between “thick” and “thin” theories of justice.
My view is that Ellison’s theoretical treatment of this 
important principle and virtue is very slender. He 
depicts justice as “an ongoing process of correcting 
injustices” (53). This presumes that we already know 
what sexual justice requires. We don’t, at least not 
entirely. We agree that rape is unjust; however, we are 
of more than one mind about whether reserving legal
ized marriage for heterosexuals is also unjust.

Our uncertainties about these matters gave 
Ellison an opportunity to take advantage of the rich 
literature that has surfaced since John Rawls pub
lished A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1971), a classic. Unfortunately, prob
ably because it is impossible to do everything in one 
book, this volume neither advances a comprehensive 
theory of justice nor adopts another. This disappoints

me. Nothing is more practical than a good theory!
My views about homosexuality differ from Ellison’s 

in some important ways. I believe that the homosexual 
orientation is one of many sorry omens that we live in 
a flawed world, but he apparently disagrees. As I see it, 
the entire cycle of human life, from conception and 
birth to old age and death, takes place most naturally, 
and therefore most easily, in the context of loving and 
just heterosexual unions and that for this reason they 
should be our first choice, when we have one.

More than I do, Ellison holds that the ways we typi
cally live and die are not natural but socially constructed 
in order to benefit the rich and powerful. I also believe 
that this is so, but not to the extent that Ellison contends.

I am persuaded that homosexual men and women 
suffer greatly and that their suffering is largely but not 
entirely caused by the irrational and immoral bigotry 
of others. This suffering is also an indication that our 
world is imperfect or “fallen” and that, for a variety of 
reasons, only some of which we can control, things do 
not always turn out as they naturally should. When 
such misfortunes occur, I believe that we ought to do 
all that we can to foster the flourishing of those who 
experience more than life’s usual difficulties.

To use an expression John Rawls developed in his 
theory of justice, we should attempt to mitigate the 
adverse consequences of life’s “natural lottery.” For me, 
this means that our public policies should strive to make 
it equally convenient and beneficial for heterosexuals and 
homosexuals to establish loving and just unions that are 
egalitarian, permanent, sexually exclusive, and fruitful in 
the broad sense that they enhance the lives of others.
This should be the case, I believe, no matter what our 
various religious groups require of their members.

Whether our public policies should call such stable 
relationships “marriages,” “civil unions,” “domestic 
partnerships,” or something else is an issue about 
which I vacillate. What matters most of all, I believe, is 
that these regulations should apply equally to all of us, 
as though when formulating them we did not know 
whether we were lesbian, bisexual, gay, transgender, or 
straight. To my way of thinking, that would be true 
justice. I suspect that Ellison would agree!

David R. Larson is president of the Association of Adventist Forums and 

teaches in the Faculty of Religion at Loma Lilnda University.
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Therapeutic Choice or 
Religious Liberty:

Christian Science and 
American Culture

Review by Arthur N. Patrick

D uring the past two centuries the United States 
has hosted numerous alternatives to W estern 
mainstream medicine. Christian Science has, since 

its 1866  founding, offered a daring experiment in religious 
healing, aptly illustrating both the potential and the perils 
of therapeutic alternatives that isolate themselves from the mainstream. W hile 
Christian Science has voluntarily put itself on trial within a frequently 
ambivalent and often hostile American culture, on many occasions the wider 
society has coercively put Christian Science on trial in its courtrooms.

Rennie B. Schoepflin. 
Christian Science 

on Trial: Religious 
Healing in America.

Baltimore, Md.: 
The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 

2003 .

Forty-seven court cases between 1887 and 1990 
form a context for this illuminating book by Rennie B. 
Schoepflin, a professor of history at La Sierra 
University who nurtures a special interest in the histo
ry of science and medicine. His volume not only meets 
the criteria expected of Johns Hopkins University 
Press, it also climaxes a sequence of articles and book 
chapters that the author has published on this theme 
over the past two decades.

In 1976, Ronald Numbers authored a seminal study 
of Ellen White as a prophetess of health, endeavoring 
simply to understand her rather than to praise her or 
to blame her, as so many others had done up to that 
time. Now, in similar spirit, Schoepflin seeks to under
stand Mary Baker Eddy and her movement, avoiding 
the temptation to offer either praise or damnation.

Thus, Schoepflin’s work stands apart from the 
numerous triumphalistic hagiographies written by and 
for true believers, while it is decidedly different from the

many censorious attacks made upon Christian Science by 
religious crusaders and medical critics. The book’s irenic 
tone speaks well of the fairness of its author; its penetrat
ing level of inquiry assures the reader of his competence 
and thoroughness.

The book is divided into two main sections: the 
world of Christian Science; then Christian Science 
healers and their world. Part 1 examines Mary 
Baker Eddy (1821-1910) as long-time patient, then 
as healer and teacher of healing. Next it explores the 
processes whereby practitioners and teachers were 
equipped, plied their art, and were categorized as 
true or false.

Part 2 listens to physicians as they debate Christian 
Science and analyzes whether the core issue is one of 
therapeutic choice or religious liberty. Finally, it moves 
to the disputed arena of responsibility for public health, 
especially as this relates to the protection of children. 
Although for Christian Scientists the twentieth century



began with considerable promise, before its close they 
faced significant peril as court cases of the 1980s 
plowed again the contested ground of seven decades 
earlier. In a fifteen-year period there was a 52 percent 
decline in the number of practitioners.

Christian Science on Trial is of particular significance 
for anyone interested in what H. Richard Neibuhr 
describes as “the double wrestle of the church with its 
Lord and with the cultural society with which it lives in 
symbiosis.”

A disputed biography circulated privately since 
1947, officially released by a financially pressed board 
of directors in 1991, declared Eddy the equal of Jesus. 
But other religionists have seriously challenged the 
claim of the movement to be Christian; meanwhile its 
culture has asked imperiously if it is science.

The related questions are many. Christian Science 
practitioners claim to offer the answer to sin, sick
ness, and death. Their roots go back in a specific way 
to Eddy’s 1866 experience of physical recovery and 
her 1868 claim to “unparalleled success in the most 
difficult cases.” Was Eddy’s ship caught without an 
effective rudder by the powerful currents of nine
teenth-century RestorationismP What did she offer as 
unique and what did she borrow in forming her sys
tem? What is the exegetical sustainability of her bib
lical hermeneutics? What message does the constant 
accommodation of her movement to its culture send 
to sectarianism as a mode of belief and a way of life?

How does the experience of Christian Science speak 
to the issues of gender equality and female financial and 
social viability within a complex society? What is the 
actual relationship between the human mind and physi
cal wellness? How can a religious movement honor its 
founder yet ensure relevance by keeping abreast with 
the development of human knowledge?

Schoepflin identifies not only the “maelstrom of 
debate over the authority of Eddy,” but also the “smaller 
whirlpools of contention around matters of belief, prac
tice, and organizational structure” (93). Does ontology 
indicate dualism or idealism? Is Christian Science mental 
healing or metaphysical healing? What standards should 
healers adopt for their personal and professional lives? 
How should Christian Scientists relate to their Christian 
churches: should they remain as reformers or withdraw 
to form distinct organizations? If the latter, how should 
they organize and formulate their mission?

As an historian, Schoepflin has demonstrated a 
Sherlock Holmes capacity to discover and organize evi-

A n o u tsp o k en  fo rm er A dven tis t m in is te r is c la im in g  
th a t the  1844  investigative ju d g m e n t d o c tr in e  is a sham  
an d  Ellen W h ite  is a “false p ro p h e t.” H o w  can we respond?

In  Graffiti in the Holy o f  Holies a u th o r  a n d  ch u rch  
apo log ist C liffo rd  G o ld ste in  refutes th e  critics and  gives 
a co m p ellin g  and  clear defense o f  th e  B ible-based, and  
gosp el-u p liftin g  tru th  a b o u t th e  sanctuary.

V andals are a tte m p tin g  to spo il y o u r faith . T h e  tim e 
to  know  the  d ifference betw een  th e  W ord  o f  G o d  a n d  the  
graffiti o f  m an  is now. T h is  b o o k  w ill m ake th a t d ifference 
crystal clear.
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dence. B ut he is also acutely aw are o f  sociological issues, 
includ ing  the  routin ization  o f charism a and the  tenuous 
process o f sect legitim ation in w hich in te rio r im pulses con
fro n t the  exterior, fragm en ting  forces o f delegitim ation.

N o r th  A m erica  has p ro v en  to  be fe r tile  soil fo r new  
re lig io u s  m o v em en ts , as d e m o n s tra te d  by th e  e fferves
c e n t e x p e rie n c es  o f  Jo seph  S m ith , E lle n  W h ite , M a ry  
B aker Eddy, C h a rle s  T a z e  R ussell, and  o th e rs . H is to r 
ians w h o  re se a rc h  th e se  fo u n d e rs  o r  th e ir  su b se q u e n t 
fa ith  c o m m u n itie s  he lp  to  re c re a te  a c o n te x t  fo r u n d e r
s ta n d in g  th e  o r ig in s  an d  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  o th e rs . 
S choepflin  has p e rfo rm e d  a co m m en d ab le  se rv ice  for 
h is to r ia n s  o f  C h r is tia n ity  as w ell as fo r th o se  w hose

p e n c h a n t is A m erican  re lig io n  and  c u ltu re .
S choep flin ’s b ook  is one  o f  a se ries  focused  on 

“M edicine , Science, and  R elig ion  in H is to r ic a l 
C o n te x t .” F o r th is  re sea rch er, th e  p e rc e p tiv e  in c lu s iv e 
ness  o f  th e  b ib lio g ra p h ic a l essay  a lone  is w o r th  th e  
p rice  o f  th e  book. B onus fe a tu re s  are, how ever, m any. 
O n e  o f  th e m  is a c o h e re n t e x am p le  o f  how  to  p re s e n t  
w in so m ely  th e  in te n se  con flic ts  an d  th e  m u ltiface ted  
v a rie ty  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e  th e  h is to ry  o f  h e a le rs  and  
h e a lin g  in A m erican  re lig io n .

A rthur N. Patrick is a research fellow at Avondale College, Kooranbong, 

New South Wales, Australia.

Finding Fellowship
I found  th e  a rtic le  “W h o se  C hurch  
Is It, A n y w ay ” (fall 2003), by L o ren  
Seibold, so m ew h at d is tu rb in g . I 
ag re e  w ith  h is o b se rv a tio n s  and  con 
clusions, b u t I am  b o th e re d  th a t a 
ch u rch  c o m m itted  to  k eep ing  “T h e  
T r u th ” is n o t m o re  in te re s te d  in 
te s t in g  and  d iscu ss in g  o u rs  (and 
o th e rs )  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  reality.

O ne w ould  th in k  th a t a church  
th a t  p u ts  such value on education  
w ould  t r y  to  p rov ide  a fram ew ork  
fo r in te rac tio n  am o n g  th o se  it has 
n u r tu re d  and  educated . W h e n  w e are 
y o u n g  w e need  th e  “m ilk  o f  the  
W o rd ,” b u t as w e m a tu re  w e need 
m o re  th a n  spoon-feeding. I f  o u r 
lead ers  and  a d m in is tra to rs  still en joy  
P ablum , how  can  w e g e t real food?

I rea lly  en joy  Spectrum  and  the  
h e a lth y  in te rc h a n g e  it b rings. I 
believe th a t  a lth o u g h  w e te n d  as a 
g ro u p  to  focus on d e ta ils  ind iv idual 
m em b ers  can be re fre sh in g ly  accep t

ing. F o r exam ple , as a m em b er o f  a 
sm all ru ra l  ch u rch  I am  n o t only  
to le ra ted , b u t also  accep ted  as p a r t  
o f  th e  com m unity . I app rec ia te  th a t, 
b u t I w o rry  ab o u t m y ch ild ren .

M y  wife and  I g re w  up w ith in  
th e  tra d itio n a l fram ew ork , b u t we 
have en co u rag ed  o u r ch ild ren  to  te s t 
and  question . N ow  th ey  are  y o u n g  
ad u lts  and  th e y  are  fin d in g  it m o re  
difficult to  be p a tie n t w ith  read y 
m ade answ ers.

I f  th e  C h u rch  be lo n g s p rim arily  
to  trad itio n a lis ts , th en  w h ere  can th e  
re s t o f  us find fellow ship?

Bruce Rafuse
P ort Hardy,
British Columbia, Canada

Natural Science vs. 
Religious Faith

A riel R oth  d is to rts  tru th  som ew hat 
w hen he asserts  the  following: 
“Science canno t find G od  as lo n g  as it

insists on excluding him” (“Letters,” 
Spectrum  31.1 [^winter 2003)]: 75).

R o th  k n o w s v e ry  w ell th a t  n a t
u ra l sc ience has n o th in g  to  do  w ith  
q u e s tio n s  o f  re lig io u s  fa ith . T h a t  is 
n o t a q u e s tio n  n a tu ra l  sc ience 
sh o u ld  c o n s id e r  a t all. T h e  fac t th a t  
som e sc ie n tis ts  have g iven  p ro 
n o u n c e m e n ts  on  fa ith  o r  a th e ism  is 
so m e th in g  e m a n a tin g  fro m  th e ir  
p riv a te  co n v ic tio n s, an d  such  s ta te 
m e n ts  a re  n o t  scien tific . T h e y  k n o w  
it, and  A rie l R o th  k n o w s it.

T h is  w h o le  bu sin ess  is a rh e to r 
ical b a ttle  b e tw een  d iffe ren t p h ilo so 
ph ies a m o n g  academ ics, b u t th e  
nonacadem ic  public  does n o t  see th e  
d ifference and  is easily  seduced  to  
believe th a t  n a tu ra l science and  re li
g ious fa ith  can be m ixed.

Kristen Falch Jakobsen 
Ringstad,
N orw ay
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Good Religion, Bad Religion: 
How to Tell the Difference

Religion is the most powerful force in our lives. Our desires for sex, power, 
and money are also powerful drives; however, because it strives to inte- 

^  grate everything else in the service of our ultimate meanings and val
ues, religion is our most powerful impulse. Nothing else is even a close second.

T h is  does n o t  m ean  th a t  re lig io n  is alw ays a good  
th in g , how ever. R e lig io n  is fire: it  w a rm s  an d  p ro p e ls ; 
i t  a lso  sca rs  an d  d es tro y s . N o th in g  is m o re  help fu l 
th a n  g ood  re lig io n ; n o th in g  is m o re  h a rm fu l th a n  bad  
re lig io n . W e do th e  b e s t th in g s  an d  th e  w o rs t  th in g s  
in th e  n am e o f  re lig io n .

In  o rd e r  to  escape  its  d e s tru c tiv e  ten d en c ies , we 
so m e tim e s  t r y  to  re je c t re lig io n  a lto g e th e r . T h is  does 
n o t  w ork . I f  w e take  it se rio u s ly  and  p ra c tic e  i t  w ell, 
th e  re je c tio n  o f  re lig io n  fu n c tio n s  in  o u r  lives ju s t  as 
re lig io n  does. F o r  th is  rea so n , th e  b e s t a lte rn a tiv e  to  
bad  re lig io n  is n o t  no  re lig io n  b u t g o o d  re lig io n .

A n o th e r  in ad eq u a te  so lu tio n  is to  re jec t re lig io n  in 
favor o f  sp irituality . S p iritu a lity  is a good  th in g , b u t n o t 
th e  w hole. M a te r ia lity  is also  im p o rta n t. A s ind icated  by 
the  ancient w ords from  which the  te rm  descends, religion 
is the  a ttem p t to  tie every th ing  together, both  spiritual and 
m aterial. O ne w ithou t the  o th e r is n o t enough.

U n fo rtu n a te ly , w e are  o ften  b e tte r  a t d is tin g u ish in g  
g o o d  an d  bad  w a te rm e lo n s  th a n  rip e  an d  ro t te n  re li
g ion . T h is  is e m b a rra ss in g . I t  is a lso  d an g e ro u s . Bad 
re lig io n  m ay  o r  m ay  n o t be u n p le a sa n t. In  th e  lo n g  
ru n , it  is alw ays d e s tru c tiv e . I t  is no  e x a g g e ra tio n  
to  say  th a t  life and  d ea th  d ep en d  upon  o u r  ab ility  to  
d is tin g u ish  g o o d  and  bad  re lig io n . T h e  n u m b e r 
o f  p eo p le  o v er th e  c e n tu r ie s  w h o  have been  w o u n d ed  
o r  k illed  becau se  o f  bad  re lig io n  is b ey o n d  co u n tin g .

T h is  is w h y  I h ope  m a n y  o f  us w ill re a d  and  
d iscu ss  When Religion Becomes Evil: Five Warning Signs. 
P u b lish e d  by H a rp e rS a n F ra n c isc o  in  2002 , it  is 
c lea rly  and  ev e n h a n d e d ly  w r i t te n  by  C h arle s  K im ball, 
a H arv a rd -ed u ca ted  B ap tis t m in is te r o f  Jew ish d escen t 
w ho  spec ia lizes in  co m p a ra tiv e  re lig io n  a t W ake F o re s t

U n iv ersity . I t  m akes e x c e lle n t use  o f  K im b all’s y e a rs  
o f  sc h o la rsh ip  as w ell as h is e x te n s iv e  f ir s th a n d  k n o w l
ed g e  o f  re lig io n  an d  po litic s  in  th e  tro u b le d  M id d le  
E a s t. T h is  book  w o u ld  p ro v id e  an  e x c e lle n t basis  fo r 
u rg e n tly  n eed ed  d iscu ss io n s  in  hom es, S ab b a th  S choo l 
c lasses, book  clubs, A A F  c h a p te r  m ee tin g s , w eekend  
g a th e r in g s , and  re lig io n  cou rses.

R elig ion  becom es evil, K im ball w rite s , w h e n  it 
c la im s to  p o ssess  ab so lu te  t ru th ,  d e m a n d s  b lin d  o b ed i
ence, e s tab lish es  an  ideal tim e  in  th e  p a s t  o r  fu tu re  to  
w h ich  th e  n eed s  o f  th e  p re s e n t  a re  u n d u ly  sacrificed , 
ac ts  as th o u g h  its  en d s  ju s t ify  an y  m eans, o r  fo rm a lly  
o r  in fo rm a lly  d ec la re s  “H o ly  W a r” on  o th e rs . A n y  one 
o f  th e se  is an  o m en  o f  severe  d a n g e r, he  claim s. M o re  
th a n  one  o f  th e m  is a c e r ta in  in d ica tio n  th a t  th in g s  a re  
g o in g  te r r ib ly  w ro n g .

T h e  s in is te r  th in g  ab o u t bad  re lig io n  is th a t  it  o ften  
p e rsu a d e s  th e  u n w a ry  th a t  one  o r  m o re  o f  th e se  vices 
is ac tua lly  a v irtu e . Bad re lig io n  often  p o r tra y s  b lind  
obedience to  its  a u th o r ity  as th e  ep ito m e o f  fa ith  in s tead  
o f  th e  p e rv e rs io n  th a t  it  tru ly  is, for in stance. G ood  
re lig io n  p rizes  sound  evidence, n o t  capric ious au tho rity .

M a n y  ex p ress io n s  o f  re lig io n  are  n e ith e r  com ple te ly  
g ood  n o r  w h o lly  evil b u t co m p le x  c o m b in a tio n s  o f  
b o th . I t  is o u r  re sp o n s ib ility  to  d isc e rn  th e  d ifference, 
feed th e  g o o d  an d  s ta rv e  th e  bad  ( l  T h e ss . 5:19-22). 
T h is  is an  u n e n d in g  effo rt, n o t  so m e th in g  w e can  do 
once  an d  th e n  re lax .

L e t’s c o n s id e r  w h a t K im ball w rite s . L e t’s assess  it  
an d  re ta in  th a t  w h ich  is tru e , b eau tifu l, an d  good .
L e t’s live an d  le a rn ; b e t te r  ye t, le t ’s le a rn  and  live!

David R. Larson 

AAF President
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Scott M oncrieff chairs the English 
Department at Andrews University.

Perhaps the trouble started with number two, 
though the other 998 lovers didn’t help.

You are a pat of butter, 
a solid golden square between two papers.

You look down the barrel of a french roll 
stretching mile after mile into the horizon,

wondering how you’ll spread from here to there 
as the hot knife digs into your back. At night you

work by candlelight, calculating how to pay off 
a thousand credit cards by the 15th of next month,

what to get 72 kids for their birthday this week, 
your ears aching from 200 boom boxes down the hall.

You fantasize about hopping in the Ford Explorer with a full tank, 
pointing the bumper toward Lebanon and not looking back

But kings can’t get away. When the border guard 
sees that passport photo with the crown it’s all over.

So, in the wee hours of the morning you write books: 
all those wise sayings you wish you had lived by,

that love song for number thirty six,
and finally, the one that keeps saying “all is vanity.”

^previously published in The Christian Century, April 10-17, 2002
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