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Who Is the

Seventh-day Adventist
in 20067?

By David Thiele

rom January 20 to February 2, 2006, the South-Pacific Division

(SPD) of the Seventh-day Adventist Church held a conference

titled “Who Is the Seventh-day Adventist?” The theme was
Adventist identity more specifically theological identity Topics
included the sanctuary the judgment, the remnant, the second com-
ing, the sacraments, prophetic interpretation, the Trinity, and the
nature of man. The centerpiece of the program was a series of presen-
tations by guest speakers Niels-Erik Andreasen, Gunnar Pedersen,
and Roy Gane, all of whom went to Australia for the conference

The purpose of this article is neither to report
on that conference nor to evaluate it. Rather, its
intention is to explore a question raised there but
left unanswered. The approach taken here will be
to offer a tentative model and to test it against a
case study.

The issue at stake concerns the borders of
Adventist identity. The SPD conference focused
largely on its core. Various presenters acknowl-
edged diversity in Adventist thinking, but where
do the acceptable limits of this diversity lie and
how are they to be determined?

To put this question in concrete terms: Is
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there room for Alden Thompson and Richard
Davidson in the same church when they differ on
the nature of inspiration?10r for Jack Provonsha
and Hans LaRondelle when they disagree on the
atonement?20r for Richard Rice and Fernando
Canale when they differ on the nature of God?3
What about Desmond Ford and William Shea
when they disagree in regard to the judgment?4
The answer appears to be Yes in the first
three cases and No in the last. Why? In each case,
a fundamental belief of the Church is involved
(nos. 1. 9, 3, and 24, respectively). Why do the
differences between Ford and Shea warrant a



response that differs from that of the others?

The reason is not because Ford made his views
known, since all the scholars named above have published
their views. Is Ford’s deviation greater than that of the
others? Flow can that be quantified? Is deviation from a
distinctive doctrine more serious than deviation from com-
mon Christian heritage? If so, why? Would that mean that
being Adventist is more important than being Christian?

To me, these seem to be the fundamental questions

also in the experience of believers (nos. 10, 11). The avail-
ability of the relation-restoring atonement is made a con-
temporary reality through Christ’s ministry in the heav-
enly sanctuary (no. 24), and humanity experiences it
through the work of the Holy Spirit (no. 5).

God desires a comprehensive relationship: no part of
the human entity is excluded—body, mind, or soul (no. 7).
Indeed, that relationship is essential to life; without it
no part of a person ultimately survives (nos. 26—27). The

Just as families are multifaceted, so the church is diverse.

that ought to lie at the heart of any discussion about
Adventist identity. A number of different solutions may
be offered for this puzzle, and | tentatively offer one here.

ow should the nature of Adventist doctrine be

correctly conceptualized? Adventist theology

has been compared to a chain of pearls on the
string and to a patchwork quilt.5The essential point of
such views is that Adventist doctrines have no integral
relationship to one another.

This seems fundamentally wrong. Adventist doc-
trines interlock, forming a theological system in much
the same way that the five points of Calvinism form a
theological system that is integrally related. Each doc-
trine has an essential—not incidental—relationship to
others in the system.

Unlike Calvinism, which finds it center in the sover-
eignty of God, Adventism focuses on God’s personhood
and the need for relationship. Relationships are essential
for the human individual, created in God’s image, and
they are essential for God’s personhood. John declares,
“God is love” (I John 4:8, 16), and love is an essentially
relational term. The God of Adventist theology is a God
of relationships.6

The Bible is the revelation of God’s personhood and
the relationship with humanity that it entails (Fundamen-
tal Belief I). Nature reveals much about God but not his
personhood. The Trinity doctrine shows that personhood
and relationship are constitutive for God and not merely a
cloak adopted for his dealings with others (nos. 2-5). Cre-
ation (no. 6) outlines the beginnings of God’s relationship
with humanity and illustrates what it was intended to be.

The fall ruptured that relationship (no. 8). The atone-
ment provided a restoration of the relationship (no. 9),
which results in a basic change not only in the status, but
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Church consists of those who have entered into a
renewed relationship with God (nos. 12, 14). Baptism (no.
15) is the sign of entering that relationship, and the
Lord’s Supper is the celebration of the relationship’s con-
tinuation (no. 17).

Marriage and the family ideally provide a living para-
ble of the relationship that God desires to have with
humanity (no. 23). Marital fidelity echoes the faithfulness
God demands of those who enter into relationship with
him. Just as families are multifaceted, so the Church is
diverse. Believers are called to assist in building up the
Church (Eph. 4:12)—by extending the invitation to enter
the heavenly relationship to others, and ultimately to all.
God does not merely demand such work as sovereign.
Rather, he equips us with spiritual gifts (no. 17) and
works together with us.

The law (no. 19) reveals God’s character and out-
lines appropriate behavior for people in relationship
with him.7A new relationship with God does not
destroy our moral obligations, but heightens them
because others judge God through our behavior. The
assertion that the judgment extends to believers
emphasizes our moral responsibilities. The prospect of
divine judgment is bearable only because it occurs
while Christ continues his priestly ministry in heaven
(no. 24), and not after he has finished there (that is, at
the second coming or during the millennium).

The Sabbath (no. 20) makes a provision of time
for the relationship, and both stewardship and church
standards reflect our appreciation and gratitude for
the relationship (nos. 21-22).

The remnant (no. 13) are those who ultimately
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stand firm in their commitment to the relationship in
face of overwhelming opposition, whereas the rest of
the world rejects the offer of salvation. This remnant
is also given the task of extending the invitation to
enter the relationship with God to all who dwell in the
world, aided by special guidance through the gift of
prophecy (no. 18).

The relationship we now have with God is undeni-
ably real and will be fully realized at the second coming of
Christ (no. 25). The relationship with humanity that God
intended in the beginning will ultimately be realized in a

iven the diversity of views in the Church—even
on distinctive doctrines—the interlocking nature
of the Church’s doctrines is not absolutely rigid.
Where, then, are the limits to this diversity? Surely, those
are found at the point where the system unravels.
Thompson and Davidson can differ on inspiration, and
the system remains intact.

But if one were to deny the inspiration of Scripture,
the system would obviously unravel. Similarly, LaRon-
delle and Provonsha may differ on the nature of the
atonement, but both see it as the means of restoring the

Does denying the prophetic signficiance of 1844 cause the Adventist

theological system to unravel?

world made new (no. 28), when sin is finally and com-
pletely brought to an end (no. 27).

Adventist theology, then, looks like a wheel—each
doctrine a spoke connected to the central hub of the God
of relationships. However, the doctrines do not relate only
to the central hub. They have an integral relationship
with each other. If any of these interlocking doctrines is
discarded, the entire system unravels.

For example, if the law of God (no. 19) is discarded,
the Sabbath (no. 20) goes with it, as does the judgment
(no. 24)—there now being no standard of judgment.
This, in turn, dramatically alters the understanding of the
second coming and the millennium (nos. 25, 27). The
self-understanding of the Church as the commandment-
keeping remnant (no. 13) must also be discarded. Our tra-
ditional understanding of the Great Controversy (no. 8)
would also be destroyed. Without ajudgment of believ-
ers, the entire understanding of salvation is likely to move
in a much more Calvinistic direction.8

This process can be demonstrated from many
starting points. If creation is denied, the Sabbath is
lost and, with it, the law. If the judgment is discarded,
the entire system unravels.9If the Trinity is denied,
the atonement doctrine is rendered incomprehensi-
ble, and the entire doctrine of salvation is altered.
Relationship is then understood as not being inte-
gral to God’s being.

Instead, God is a being who drives one created being
to his death on the cross, so that he might spare anoth-
er—not a God of love, but a god of rage. The great con-
troversy theme with its emphasis on the justice of God
would inevitably collapse, as would the doctrines of
judgment and the millennium.
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broken relationship with God. Rice and Canale differ on
the question of God’s foreknowledge, but this issue is tan-
gential to the crucial questions of God’s relationship with
humanity (as we experience it).

This brings us back to Ford and Shea. DWhy were
Ford’s views deemed outside the permissible range of
diversity? Clearly, it was felt that Ford had denied the
doctrine of the judgment of believers and that the whole
system would unravel if his views were accepted.

According to Ford, one crucial question he refused to
answer was how his views differed from those of Robert
Brinsmead.ZLWhen one looks at Brinsmead’s subsequent
history—with his rejection of virtually every tenent of
orthodox Christianity—it is clear that he had, in fact,
rejected the judgment doctrine and the entire theological
system consequently unravelled.2

However, the Adventist theological system did not
unravel in the case of Ford. He remains today, tvyenty-five
years after Glacier View, a Sabbath keeper, a nondispensa-
tional premillennialist, a health reformer, a conditional
immortalist. Could it be that both his friends and his ene-
mies misunderstood the significance of what he said
about the sanctuary and the judgment at Glacier View?

Ford explicitly affirmed belief in the judgment in his
Glacier View document, albeit ajudgment conceptualized
as beginning at the ascension and finding eschatological
realization in a declaration of verdict immediately prior to
the second advent, rather than a process of investigation.
He should be allowed to speak for himself:

True it is that the judgment spoken of in Scripture
vindicates God’s righteousness to the universe in
the sense of making public His righteous deci-



sions....Certainly the Scripture teaches ajudgment
for all men, but it is one that holds no terror for the
true believer....It isjust as certain that while the
great judgment has its public revelation at the com-
ing of Christ, destinies are judged and sealed while
Christ is still high priest above. This is the truth of
the pre-advent judgment. At every point of His
intercession Christ knows whether professed believ-
ers are truly abiding in Him. While they trust Him
as Saviour, a trust manifested by loyalty and obedi-
ence, He represents them before the Father and
their destiny is never in doubt. We must ever keep
in mind 1 Cor. 4:4 which speaks of a pre-advent
judging of us all by our Lord....See also 2 Thess.
1:5-10 and compare Rom. 2:5-8,16. These latter
passages make it clear that both those who have
been patiently continuing in well doing and those
who do not obey the truth; those that need rest
from persecution, and those that persecute—both
groups are revealed for what they are at the actual
appearance of Christ in glory. Because the saints are
to join Christ in judging even angels they must
themselves be judged first-—that is found in Christ
at the close of their probation.B

What Ford does deny is that the pre-advent judgment
began in 1844. This is the point of his extensive treatment
of Daniel 8 and his detailed examination of Hebrews.

Does denying the prophetic significance of 1844, in
and of itself, cause the Adventist theological system to
unravel? Evidently not. This might appear startling, but
when analyzed dispassionately it is not surprising. No
date has theological significance. Dates mark segments of
human history; theology deals with God’s acts. Certainly,
God acts in history and his acts are fraught with theolog-
ical significance, but not the date of their occurrence.

How many crucial events in salvation history are
undated in Scripture? When was the creation? The fall?
The flood? The Exodus can only be dated from a passing
reference in the account of the building of Solomon’s
temple—and if it is assumed that the Deuteronomic
author is not using a round number. 4

No date is given for the birth of Jesus, or for his
death. Luke notes the beginning of John the Baptist’s
ministry by mentioning the ruling authorities at the time.
However, not even Luke tells us how long John’s ministry
had gone on before Jesus came to him, or how long Jesus
ministered before his crucifixion.

The year of Jesus’ execution is uncertain.BScripture
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specifically excludes knowledge of the date of the end
of the judgment, that is the second coming (Matt.
24:36). Is the date of the beginning of the judgment that
much more significant than the date of its end? The cre-
ation, fall, flood, exodus, birth and passion of Jesus, and
the judgment are of extraordinary theological signifi-
cance. But their dates are not.

The one theological value of dates may be their evi-
dence for the fulfillment of prophecy. However, in the case
of 1844, we cannot see any fulfillment. What proof do
we have—outside the prophecy itself—that the judgment
began in 1844?

It is certainly possible to muster evidence that 1844
was a significant year in human history. 5However, surely,
there is no conceivable earthly activity that could serve
as evidence for the sort of heavenly activity we associate
with 1844. It is logically invalid to point to our own
proclamation of the judgment’s start as evidence that it
had actually started.

n the SPD Bible conference, Roy Gane declared that

Daniel 8:14 (and therefore 1844) was important

because it told us when the words of John, “The hour
of his judgment has come,” became true. The question
remains: Why is this theologically valuable? Does sin
become more serious in the judgment hour? Does salva-
tion become more urgent? Surely this has been a matter
of life and death from the beginning.

The one possible theological significance of knowing
that the judgment has begun is that it provides a sign
of the imminent return of Christ. However, as time goes
by, it becomes harder and harder to maintain 1844 as an
eschatological sign. Logically, nothing that happened
more than a lifetime ago can serve as any sort of sign
that Jesus is coming soon, that is, in my likely lifetime.I7

If time should go on (God forbid) until 3844, would
the two thousand years since the beginning of the judg-
ment be any less of a difficulty for eschatological immi-
nence than the two thousand years since the cross are for
us today? If Adventist identity is to be understood in
terms of theology, denial of the prophetic significance of
the date does not threaten this identity.

There is no denying that the date has vast histor-
ical significance for Adventists. Can the Church pre-
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serve its identity if that historical significance is
shorn of theological significance? When such effort
has been put into defending the prophetic signifi-
cance of 1844 has the basis for this effort really been
historical and theological? Theologically, the date
1844, has no significance.

And yet....In one respect, 1844 is perhaps more
important to us than it has been to any generation since
the one that experienced the Great Disappointment. We,
like the Millerites, are confronted with disappointment
over the nonreturn of Jesus. Like them, we have had our
hopes dashed-—again and again. History itself seems to
mock us and our beliefs, and our proclamation of “soon”
is becoming increasingly problematic. How long can we
credibly say “soon™?B

Little wonder we are confronted with questions of
identity—even as the Millerites eventually were. The
crucial difference between us and the Millerites is that
their pain, disappointment, and self-doubt were concen-
trated in a point—October 22, 1844—whereas ours is the
culmination of generations.

In the face of their disappointment, disillusionment,
and despair, the pioneers turned their gaze from the
mocking of their neighbors and the stubborn continua-
tion of a sinful world to heaven and the ministry of
Christ in the sanctuary. We must do the same. Our hope
is in the sanctuary. Eighteen forty-four remains for us a
reminder that God rules in heaven, despite the happen-
ings on earth. “Though it linger, wait for it; it will cer-
tainly come and not delay” (Hab. 2:3 NIV).B

losing the Bible conference, South Division

president Laurie Evans spoke of the dangers of

reengineering the Church. He highlighted the
dangers of severing the tree from its roots, of becoming
alienated from our own history. His warnings were apt
and appropriate. However, might not a different sort of
reengineering be needed—one that allows the experience
of our forebears to be ours, one that reformulates their
message in terms that make it as exciting and relevant
for us as it was for them?

Whatever the answers, it seems evident that church
identity is more complicated than the simple affirmation
of certain doctrinal positions might indicate. The topic
of the Church’s self-identify is timely and important.
Preserving self-identity is vital for the Church. The
South Pacific Division is to be commended for convening
a conference with scholars, administrators, field pastors,

76 SPEC! RUM e« \olure 34, Isste 2 = Sping 2006

and even the odd layperson to discuss openly such poten-
tially sensitive matters.

Division Field Secretary Paul Petersen deserves the
thanks of all who attended, for organizing the entire
program and its speakers so that the final result was
stimulating, informative, and challenging. The SPD
Bible conference on this theme was an important first
step, but more work is needed. The issues are perhaps
deeper than acknowledged at the conference and need
to be addressed more broadly than was done there.
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care, “he suddenly becomes the mainstay of the social
order....His sexual passions are channeled. He discov-
ers a sense of pride-—yes, masculine pride—because he
is needed by his wife and children. Everyone benefits
from the relationship.”®

In ideas of gender, as in theories of self-esteem and
views of discipline, it would seem that James Dobson
shapes his family ethic as much or more by the honor-
shame codes of early Anglo-American patriarchy as by
Christian faith or Scripture. This kind of honor-shame
response showed up vividly in his polemical work of
cultural politics, Children at Risk, coauthored with Gary
L. Bauer, head of the Family Research Council, “the
Washington office of Focus on the Family.”2

In a vituperative discussion of Planned Parenthood
and SIECUS (Sexuality Information and Education
Council of the United States), Dobson portrays the access
of young minor women to contraception and abortion
without parental notification as an assault on the liberty
of the local community and its individual households:

Imagine how your father or grandfather would
have reacted if a school official had secretly given
contraceptives to you or arranged a quiet abortion
when you were a teenager. The entire community
would have been incensed. Someone may well
have been shot! Yet today’s parents have tolerated
this intrusion without so much as a peep of
protest. Why? What has happened to that spirit of
protection for our families—that fierce independ-
ence that bonded us together against the outside
world? I wish | knew.2

what conclusions does this brief analysis of the
Dobson family ethic push me? Not that Dobson
is guilty of sponsoring authoritarian abuse of
women and children. Such crude generalizations and
wild charges are unfair to his explicit prescriptions and
fail to square with current sociological evidence.B
Rather, | believe it fair to suggest that the boundary
posturing entailed by Dobson’s deeply ingrained stance
as pugnacious patriarch encourages a politics of enmity,
absolutism, and the scapegoating of minority groups per-
ceived as sources of impurity and disorder. Homosexuals,
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unmarried pregnant women, and never-married single
mothers come to mind as categories likely to be socially
and politically disadvantaged by Dobson’s family values
politics. Within Adventism, for instance, it is difficult to
see how the seeds of healing and reconciliation planted at
the Ontario Conference reported in the last issue of
Spectrum could ever grow if the Dobson family ethic were
to further pervade our subculture.

More deeply, | would recall the push for radical
spiritual equality in the community of early American
Methodism. Even though it was a thrust soon blunted
and compromised, it bore witness to the longstanding
Christian message: “There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male
nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal.
3:28 KIV).

The original Methodist message undermined the
inherent inequalities of the culture of honor. Histor-
ically and culturally sensitive research into the world of
the New Testament also shows that the radical life and
message of the Christian community was not compati-
ble with the first-century Mediterranean culture of
honor.24

To the degree that James Dobson and Focus on the
Family sacralize codes of honor and shame, misrepre-
senting them as the ageless “Judeo-Christian tradition,”
they create an idol and betray the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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