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Can God 

communicate 

his truth across 

cultures 

so that "his 

people"

can come to the 

understanding 

he desires, or is 

the latter less 

important 

than Christian 

community and 

a generalized 

faith?

The Danger of Relativism
In John Brunt’s article, "How 

M y  M in d  H a s  C h a n g e d  an d  

R e m a in e d  th e  S a m e  w ith  

R e g a rd  to  B ib lica l In te rp re ta 

tio n "  (su m m e r 2 0 0 6 ) ,  I e x p e r i

e n c e d  th e  a u th o r's  s tru g g le  

b e tw e e n  th e  o p p o s ite s  o f  "p o s t 

m o d e rn "  re la tiv ism  an d  th e  

e x tre m e  lite ra lism  a lle g e d  to  b e  

th e  p u rv iew  o f  A d v e n tis t  fu n 

d a m e n ta lis ts . A p p a re n tly , B ru n t 

h as re s o lv e d  th is  s tru g g le ; b u t 

h e  d o es  n o t  a n sw er q u e s tio n s  

th a t  re m a in  in m y  m in d .

T r u e  in te r p r e ta t io n , h e  says, 

in v o lv e s  le t t in g  B ib le  te x t  

" fu n c tio n  fo r  us in th e  sam e 

w a y  it fu n c t io n e d  fo r  th e  o r ig i 

nal h e a r e r s .” Y e t  h e  a lso  w rite s  

a b o u t  s o c io c u ltu ra l  v a r ia b il ity  

o f  in te r p r e ta t io n  a n d  a sserts  

th a t  th is  p ro c e s s  sh o u ld  e v o k e  

fa ith  a n d  fo rm  c o m m u n ity .

D o e s n 't  th is  tra in  o f  r e a s o n 

in g  o p e n  th e  p o s s ib il ity  o f  

a n o th e r  k in d  o f  re la tiv ism  in 

th e  a b s e n c e  o f  d iscu ss io n  

a b o u t  tru th ?  C a n 't  a g ro u p 's  

in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  B ib le  te x t (s )  

le a d  to  " th e  p o s s ib il ity  o f  d is 

to r t io n  an d  m is u n d e rs ta n d in g ,” 

as it c a n  in a m o r e  in d iv id u a lis 

t ic  p ro c e ss ?

If all in te rp re tiv e  p ro c e sse s

d o  is e v o k e  fa ith  an d  fo rm  c o m 

m u n ity , a re n 't all re lig io u s  c o m 

m u n io n s  o n  th e  sam e fo o t in g  in 

reg a rd  to  tru th ? Is b ib lic a l tru th  

re la tiv e  o r  a b so lu te ?  C a n  G o d  

c o m m u n ic a te  h is tru th  a cro ss  

c u ltu res  so  th a t  "h is p e o p le ” 

c a n  c o m e  to  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  

h e  d esires, o r  is th e  la tte r  less 

im p o rta n t th a n  C h r is tia n  c o m 

m u n ity  and  a g e n e ra liz e d  fa ith?  

DEAN RILEY 

via the Internet

THAN K YOU fo r  th e  o p p o r tu n i

ty  to  re p ly  to  D e a n  R iley 's  

th o u g h tfu l le tte r . I a g re e  

w h o le h e a r te d ly  th a t  th e r e  is 

th e  d a n g e r  o f  re la tiv ism  h e re .

In fa c t, c o m m u n ity  c a n  b e  

d e m o n ic  if it is th e  w r o n g  k in d  

o f  c o m m u n ity . T h e  fa ith  th a t  is 

e v o k e d  m u st b e  fa ith  in Je s u s  

C h r is t ,  a g e n u in e  tru s tin g  

re s p o n s e  to  th e  g r a c e  o f  G o d , 

w h ic h  h e  rev ea ls . A n d  th e  

c o m m u n ity  th a t  is fo rm e d  m u st 

b e  th e  b o d y  o f  Je s u s  C h r is t  as 

s e t  fo r th  in S c r ip tu re , n o t  ju s t  

a n y  c o m m u n ity . W e  still h a v e  

th e  re s p o n s ib il ity  to  in te rp re t  

an d  e v a lu a te  th e  m e s sa g e  o f  

th e  B ib le  to  s e e  if o u r fa ith  an d  

c o m m u n ity  are  c o n s is te n t  w ith  

it. M y  p o in t  is th a t  th is  h a p 

p e n s  b e s t  n o t  ju s t  b y  in d iv id u al 

e f fo r t ,  b u t  th ro u g h  w o rs h ip  

a n d  c o m m u n ity  as p re s e n te d  

w ith in  S c r ip tu re .

JOHN BRUNT

Grand Terrace, Calif.

Abraham and Isaac
T h e  FOLLOWING WORDS are  

o ffered  in resp o n se  to  several 

essays in th e  su m m er 2 0 0 6  issue 

o f  Spectrum. I k n o w  th a t o th ers  

w ill reso lv e  p erce iv ed  c o n flic ts  

b e tw e e n  tex ts  d ifferen tly , b u t 

I find  in th e  sto ry  o f  A braham 's 

a ttem p ted  sacrifice  o f  Isaac e v i

d e n ce  th a t G o d  is co m p a ssio n a te  

an d  th a t h e  p rovides us w ith  le s

sons from  w h ic h  w e ca n  learn.

T h e  s to r y  o f  A b ra h a m  an d  

Isa a c  h as a lw a y s  tr o u b le d  m e. 

O n e  o f  m y  first m e m o rie s  w as 

o f  re p u ls io n  a t th e  th o u g h t  o f  

a n y o n e  in te n t io n a lly  k il lin g  

s o m e o n e  e lse . P ic tu re s  o f  a 

k in d -fa c e d  g e n tle m a n  in a r o b e  

s ta n d in g  o v e r  a b o u n d  b o y  o n  

an  a lte r  d id n 't e a se  m y  r e p u l

s io n  b e c a u s e  th e  a p p a r e n t 

p e a c e fu ln e s s  o f  th e  s c e n e  w as 

in c o m p a tib le  w ith  th e  s tress  

th a t  m u st h a v e  e x is te d .

W h e n  I b e c a m e  o ld e r , m y  

fo cu s  tu rn e d  fro m  th in k in g  

a b o u t A b ra h a m 's  a t te m p t  to
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kill Isaac to thoughts about God. I 
wondered why God would first com
mand people not to kill others, then 
tell Abraham to kill his son, for 
whom he had waited almost one hun

dred years.
The text says, "God said, 'Take 

your only son, Isaac, whom you love, 
and go to the region of Moriah. Sacri
fice him there as a burnt offering"’ 
(Gen. 22:2). I wondered if it could be 
read in some other way than the obvi
ous, yet the meaning seemed clear. 
Hebrews 11 lists three actions that 
demonstrated Abraham's faith, the 
third being his offering of Isaac. In 
addition, the book of James offers 
Abraham's experience with Isaac as evi
dence that faith changes a person and 
that change will be reflected in the 
actions that follow (James 2:21-24).

Abraham was called the Friend of 
God (2 Chron. 20:7; Isa 41:8; James 
2:23), servant of God (Gen. 26:24; Ps. 
10:9), and Father of Israel (Exod. 3:15; 
Isa. 51:2; Matt. 3:9). Abraham had a 
covenant relationship with the Lord; 
he would be the father of many 
nations. I also find it remarkable that 
the true God is identified as "the God 
of Abraham” (Exod. 3:6, 15, 16).

The only other incident of child sac
rifice that I know being portrayed favor
ably in the Bible is the story of Jephthah 
(Judg. 11:30-40), who promised the 
Lord, "whatever comes out of the door 
of my house to meet me when I return 
in triumph from the Ammonites will be 
the Lord's, and I will sacrifice it as a 
burnt offering” (Judg. 11:31). When 
Jephthah returned home to Mizpah, 
who should come out to meet him but 
his daughter?

As in the case of Abraham and 
Isaac, this episode seems to have had 
the Lord's blessing. Samuel mentions

this story in his farewell speech as an 
example of the Lord's deliverance of 
Israel from their enemies, and 
Hebrews 11 includes Jepthah among 
the people of faith.

Although God commanded the 
Israelites not to practice child sacri
fice (Deut. 18:9), some did it anyway 
(2 Kings 16:3, 21:6; Jer. 7 :30-33,
19:5; 32:35). The practices of the 
people who lived around the 
Israelites—not the example of Abra
ham—were given as the reason.
Micah suggests that child sacrifices 
were considered acts of devotion, but 
he also says, "What does the Lord 
require of you? To act justly and to 
love mercy and to walk humbly with 
your God” (Micah 6:6—8).

I believe that Abraham was aware of 
others who had offered children as sac
rifices, and that Isaac was by far his 
most prized possession. I have also 
concluded that Abraham offered his 
son as a sacrifice either because of 
influences from others around him or 
because he thought God had asked 
him to do it. Either way, God didn't 
condemn him, but instead blessed him 
and provided an appropriate sacrifice— 
a ram.

For me, the picture of God has 
changed from a being whose requests 
might be repulsive, to someone who 
can bless me even when I do things 
contrary to his principles.

RON RITTER

via the Internet

Finding Jesus at Andrews
ALTHOUGH I WAS a student at the 
Andrews University Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological about the 
same time as Richard Davidson 
(1968-70), my experience there was 
as positive as his was apparently neg

ative (Davidson, "The Authority of 

Scripture: A Personal Scripture," 
Spectrum 34.3 (summer 2006):39-45).

I learned much from each of my 
teachers even though their approach
es varied according to their differing 
backgrounds, personalities, and theo
logical priorities. Several took a per
sonal interest in me that went far 
beyond normal expectations. This is 
why I remember them with particular 
vividness and gratitude.

I do not recall any of my teachers at 
Andrews University endorsing the 
historical/critical method as Davidson 
summarizes it from the writings of 
others. Although I was required to 
know about it, I do not remember 
being asked to cast a vote in the debate 
between a "descriptive” approach to 
Scripture and a "confessional” one.

The legitimate point of Harvard's 
Krister Stendahl was that it is one 
thing to study what a portion of 
Scripture might have meant in the 
past and another to ponder what it 
might also mean in the present. Years 
later, I told Professor Stendahl, a tall 
and dignified Swede with a distress
ingly rigid back, that he was one of 
the reasons my second son's first 
name is "Krister.” He was pleased!

Davidson depicts his theological 
journey as a line that moves from faith 
through doubt and back to faith. I 
think of my sojourn as a series of con
centric circles that constantly increase 
in size and number without losing 
their center. This center is God's love 
as manifest most clearly in Jesus 
Christ. I am thankful that my teachers 
at Andrews University helped me to 
develop several new orbs!

DAVID R. LARSON

Loma Linda, Calif.
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