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Reading the Bible Together I BY BONNIE DWYER 

Whatever church members' individual level of education, literacy and 

biblical expertise, they are constantly involved in a process of learning. 

And this process appears to give them great joy. 

— E v a Keller, The Road to Clarity (2005) 

The c h u r c h m e m b e r s desc r ibed above are 

Seven th-day Adventis ts in Madagascar , and 

the subjects of a s tudy by an thropolog is t 

Eva Keller. The i r j oy in learning was one of 

her ma jo r f indings as she sought to unders tand wha t 

be ing a practicing Seventh-day Adventist comes to mean 

to people once they have jo ined the church . 

It is this joy of learning that we hope to spark with the 

articles in this issue of Spectrum as we read together texts 

from O l d Testament and New, perhaps in new ways. 

Loren Seibold starts us off in the O l d Tes t amen t 

with a very frank discussion of the Seventh C o m m a n d -

ment . John Jones shifts to the N e w Tes t amen t for an 

examinat ion of texts conce rn ing sexuality accord ing to 

Paul. C h u c k Scriven takes us to Cor in th ians to consider 

the be loved communi ty . Ernest Bursey shares his jour-

ney wi th the Sermon on the M o u n t . T h e n we return to 

the O l d Tes t amen t for a pastor's review of the newest 

book by Richard Davidson, Flame ojYahweh: Sexuality in 

the Old Testament. It is an amaz ing scriptural j ou rney wi th 

some of Adventism's finest biblical scholars. A l though 

there are aspects of t he text on wh ich they may not 

agree, one pr imary poin t about sexuality tha t b o t h 

Jones and Davidson, in particular, make is the equal i ty 

of the sexes and the signif icance of tha t equality. 

Along the way, we also take time to meet a very spe-

cial, and yet very ordinary congregation in Hailey, Idaho, 

talk with a biologist about origins, and listen to the con-

versation that is always bubbl ing at <www.spectrum-

magazine.org>. This time, we feature contributions from 

•

the Colle-

giate Blog, a 

special sec-

tion of the 

W e b Site 

dedicated to 

and written 

by Adventist 

college 

students. 

W i t h the 

mult iple 

voices con-

t r ibut ing to the conversat ion in this issue, I h o p e it will 

e c h o ano the r facet of s tudy as r epor ted by Keller. [T]he 

goal of Bible s tudy was no t to learn doct r ine by heart . 

N e i t h e r was it seen as a mat ter of one person t each ing 

others , a l though it was inevitable tha t Claude and 

Papan' I Beby acted as teachers to a certain extent . T h e 

aim was clearly tha t everyone should reach an under-

s tanding of the issues under quest ion by way of serious 

study, ref lect ion and discussion wi th others" (90). 

I guess part of the reason that I f ind Keller's s tudy 

part icularly fascinat ing is because she sees "conversion 

as mere ly the beg inn ing of a long story, and not neces-

sarily the most in teres t ing part of tha t story." H e r study, 

then , "was no t a s tudy of religious convers ion, bu t of 

t he nature of long- term religious c o m m i t m e n t (7)." 

Likewise in our h is tory as a church: the beginnings 

are no t necessarily the mos t interest ing part of our 

story. O v e r t ime, our s tory is one of cont inual discus-

sion of text and meaning. W e embrace tha t conversa-

tion wi th joy. It is at the hear t of our long- term 

religious commi tmen t . • 
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Let's Eliminate Hyperorthodoxy I b y c h a r l e s s c r i v e n 

"When I was baptized, I had to promise 
I would not wear feathers/' 

M y friend, James Reece, told me this a 

few months ago during a retreat we 

were both attending, and my mouth 

dropped open. Later he sent me a copy of his 

baptismal certificate, and I could see—I am not 

making this up—that question nine began: "Are 

you willing to follow the Bible rule of plainness in 

dress, refraining from the wearing of plumes...?" 

I put in the italics myself. Amazing. 

Reece, who had perfect recall for the spirit of 

the question, was baptized on December 19, 

1936. Back then, I gather, "plumes" made hats 

(and who knows what else) ostentatious. I 

expect someone fought for years to keep plumes 

on the prohibi ted adornment list, but they 

dropped off. If they returned to fashion, no one 

today, I expect, would object to plume-y Adven-

tists holding membership on church boards. 

It's not just church "standards" that end up 

different from one decade to the next. Doctrines 

develop, too. Most Adventists would be surprised 

to learn that the pioneers once thought the 

"door" to salvation was "shut" for anyone who had 

not accepted the Millerite doctrine that Jesus 

would return in 1844. They would be equally sur-

prised to learn that Adventists did not even men-

tion the Trinity in their first declaration of basic 

beliefs, or that for decades church leaders did not 

believe in sending missionaries overseas. 

W h e n Ellen Whi t e died in 1915, the 

church, as Bull and Lockhart say, lost its "chief 

means of authorizing innovation."' She had 

lent support to a constant struggle for deeper 

unders tanding, and while she was alive con-

versation flourished. N o w those left behind 

began to focus on preserving the vision they 

had instead of reaching for one that was better 

and more faithful. Suddenly, Adventist voices 

were verging toward a single party line. An 

ethos of hyperorthodoxy, coming on like a bad 

cold, was stifling innovation. 

T h e same writers say the 1960s opened 

the door a crack—to second thoughts and 

new ideas. But by the 1980s, many Adventist 

leaders wanted to push it shut again, and this 

was symbolized by a new statement of "funda-

mental beliefs," twenty-seven in all at the 

time. I have always thought the preamble to 

that document is a heal thy acknowledgment 

of God's interest in further conversation, and 

Bull and Lockhart overlook this. But I have to 

admit that the preamble is often ignored. (In 

1988, the General Conference Ministerial 

Association published a book-length exposi-

tion of the Fundamental Beliefs and left out (!) 

the preamble.2) 

Once , I myself felt the door creaking 

shut. In the early 1990s, an article I wrote on 

the meaning of Christ's death raised questions 

about a single word out of the 120 or so that 

make up Belief Number 9. T h e word I focused 

on does not even appear in Scripture, but the 

idea it has come to stand for was widely held. 

I was throwing out a fresh—and as I hoped to 

show, more faithful—point of view. 

Robert Folkenberg, then the General 

Conference president, believed my effort was 

misguided, and he commissioned two of his 

colleagues, Calvin Rock and Humber to Rasi, 

No human 

institution 

prospers 

under 

a ban on 

innovation 



to let me know. Both spoke wi th me at some length , 

and b o t h were cour teous and insistent. I needed , some-

how, to issue a public change of mind. 

Rasi t ranscr ibed the conversat ion we had, and the 

next day gave me the c o p y I still have. Absent t he pub-

lic change of mind, he was asking for, the "denomina-

tional accredi t ing body" would issue a "warning," and 

possible "probat ionary status," to the school tha t I was 

leading. 

In the end, thanks to generous effor t by Ralph Mar-

tin, w h o was then my boss, this threa t fell stil lborn, 

more or less, f rom its author 's mou th . N o t h i n g seismic 

happened , and whatever the smaller-scale effects, I am 

still employed—and still passionate about Advent ism. 

But w h y not put a moa t a round the edifice of doc-

trine? W h y not disallow challenges? W h y not fend off 

all innovat ion? 

For one th ing, do ing this would mock the H o l y 

Spirit. W h e n Jesus promised his followers tha t he 

would con t inue to be with t h e m th rough his Spirit, he 

said: "I still have many th ings to say to you, bu t you 

canno t bear t hem now." From then forward, however , 

the Spirit would be there to "guide" t hem "into all the 

t ruth" (John 16:12, 13). 

For another , disallowing chal lenges would contra-

dict t he first words in the S ta tement of Fundamenta l 

Beliefs. These words embrace the H o l y Spirit, and 

imagine "fuller unders tanding" and "better language" 

than the d o c u m e n t itself contains. By its own account , 

the s ta tement itself is revisable. 

Finally, if you put a moa t a round the edif ice of doc-

tr ine, you 'd kill Advent ism. 

N o human insti tution prospers under a ban on 

innovat ion. I've just read Better, a b o o k about improving 

pe r fo rmance in medic ine by the physician and New 

Yorker wri ter Atul Gewande . H e says one requ i rement 

for more effect ive heal thcare is "ingenuity," wh ich he 

def ines as " thinking anew." This is never easy. N o t even 

"superior intelligence" is enough . Success depends on 

"character." And wi th the r ight character , wha t hap-

pens? You are will ing "to recognize failure." You refuse 

"to paper over the cracks." You are ready, even eager, 

"to change."3 

That 's impor tant for the institution of medicine, and 

that 's just the spirit the Bible r ecommends for followers 

of Christ . By God's grace, you own up to your short-

comings, and then you grow. Your goal is always ahead 

of you. Change—within faithfulness—is h o w you live. 

T h o u g h it's as simple as that , it's no t easy. "Better-

ment," as G e w a n d e says, "is perpetual labor." 

In t h o u g h t and pract ice alike, you can embrace this 

labor wi thou t saying tha t any th ing goes. N o n e of us 

has the last word on o r thodoxy , but orthodoxy does matter. 

M y own idea is that , to be Adventis t , you must agree, 

minimally, on some th ing like the following: In response to 

the grace and peace of Christ, and in the hope of his return, we 

promise together that we will change the world hy keeping the com-

mandments of God and the faith of Jesus. 

This is just one point of view. But more conversa-

t ion about a new or thodoxy—a new sense of wha t is 

mos t basic in Advent i sm—would enliven the church . 

Hyperor thodoxy—res i s t ance to innovat ion, t he fear of 

the H o l y Spirit—has the capacity, in contrast , to kill. 

Put ano the r way, h y p e r o r t h o d o x y is the Berlin Wall 

s tanding be tween today and a be t te r t o m o r r o w for 

Advent ism. 

Unless, of course, it is torn down. • 

Notes and References 
1. Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart, Seeking a Sanctuary: Seventh-

day Adventism and the American Dream, 2d ed. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University press, 2007), 105. 

2. P. Gerard Damsteegt, principal author, Seventh-day Adventists 

Believe...: A Biblical Exposition of 27 Fundamental Doctrines (Washing-

ton, D.C.: Ministerial Association, General Conference of Seventh-day 

Adventists, 1988). By the third printing (If not the second), the words of 

preamble were restored—but to the book "front matter," or introducto-

ry remarks, and not their honored place as the beginning of the state-

ment. On the Web, Damsteegt identifies himself as principle author; the 

book's front matter says that he wrote initial drafts for each chapter. I 

thank Alden Thompson for help with these details. 

3. Atul Gewande, Better: A Surgeon's Notes on Performance (New 

York: Henry Holt, 2007), 9. 

Char les Scr iven is chairman of the 

Adventist Forum board of directors. 



letters, e-mails, and comments m ]~ j~ .PXPRAC^^T^C 

Critiquing the Movie Critics 

The Good, the Bad, 
and the Wicked 
SPECTRUM IS TO BE COMMENDED 

for its fall 2007 series of articles 

on the cinema. The 'Top Ten 

Movies Every Adventist Should 

See," as listed and explained by 

Winona Wendth, especially 

caught my attention. The word 

should in this context is not far from the word ought. Moreover, if 

there are identifiable movies that Adventists should see, there 

must also be a list of films that Adventists should not see. 

My daughter-in-law is a devout Southern Baptist, and 

she has made her decisions regarding which movies to see 

based on ratings, thus avoiding all R-rated films. I have 

pointed out to her that many PG and PG-13 movies are a 

waste of time, whereas R-rated movies often teach impor-

tant truths about the human condition and promote values 

that are good. This is an easy argument to make and still 

does not give a definitive answer to the ethical question 

regarding whether there are movies that Adventists or 

Baptists ought not to see, and, if so, which ones. 

Plantak addresses this issue in what he calls his "main 

premise." He describes seeing a sign on a bridge in Venice 

that reads "More Ethics and Less Aesthetics." Thinking 

about this slogan, he decides it has the argument "utterly 

upside down." 'The more aesthetics we allow into our lives 

the more ethically we grow," he asserts. He then makes a 

somewhat illogical leap back to safer ground by calling for 

"more beauty in the world." 

Let us use a practical and current example to examine the 

relation between ethics and aesthetics. I recently saw the 

film No Country for Old Men. This movie got the best critical 

reviews of any in years. I was immediately drawn into it. It 

had a perfect harmony of script, cinematography, sound, 

editing, and general production values. The ending was in 

perfect accord with the theme of the movie, which was a 

portrayal of evil as random, implacable, and inescapable. 

The movie took no moralistic position on this issue, other 

than to express wonderment that such evil could exist. 

This movie was aesthetically perfect. Should it be on a 

list of movies Adventist should see? Or on a list that 

Adventists should not see? O r should there be no such list? 

ADRIAN ZYTOKSKEE 

PLACERVILLE, CALIF. 

YOUR FALL 2007 ISSUE, which contains discussions about 

the need to take movies seriously, interested me greatly. I 

have seen many movies and formally studied their history. 

But I have watched most of them with guilt. 

In general, movies tend to elevate the trivial and make 

trivial those things that are powerful and important. Fur-

thermore, visual representations have subtle effects, even 

as a whisper, creating impressions that travel through the 

eyes to the mind. Over time, these impressions claim 

space and may dull our sensitivities. 

As Jack Provonsha used to warn us, certain things should 

make us ill; we ought never to get used to their sight. What 

kind of shallow need do terror and violence fill? WTry be 

embarrassed not to have seen yet another examination of 

violent behavior? What possible purpose can it serve us to 

watch graphic violence? 

Maybe we should insist on a frank discussion about the 

direct link between movies, on one hand, and sex and vio-

lence, on the other. 

It was wrong in the past to forbid all movie watching. It 

is just as wrong today to deny the need to be very cautious 

about watching them. 

R. MUNSEY 

BOISE, IDAHO 
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Jesus Loves Me This I Know: Common Descent and the Fall 

Letter from an ecologist to a friend I BY DANA SCHUSTER 

Dear Bill, 

I read your letter of December 27 

with interest. I appreciated the honest 

quality of your question as to whether I 

see a logical contradiction between the 

scientific data and the teachings of 

Genesis. M y resolution to stay out of 

the Adventist controversy over science 

and faith is not due to a lack of interest 

or a belief that no progress can be 

made. Rather, I stay out of it because I 

believe the stridence exhibited by some 

is motivated primarily by fear, and I 

have no wish to be involved in those 

dynamics. However, I am willing to 

reply to the queries of a friend, and so I 

am sharing my thoughts with you in 

this letter. 

Let me preface my remarks by 

explaining the context from which I 

write. First, I believe in being complete-

ly honest with data, and for now I feel 

the data are becoming more and more 

convincing for some significant level of 

common descent. Note that I do not 

accept a postmodern dismissal of data, 

nor can I accept a purely deductive 

worldview. Second, I take the teachings 

of Genesis very seriously indeed. W h e n 

I say this I am not necessarily referring 

to a "creation-science" reading of Gene-

sis, but rather a traditional understand-

ing of its teachings such as the Creator-

ship of God and the Fall. 

In this letter, I hope merely to 

explain why I feel the data and Genesis 

are not contradictory. It is not my 

intention to describe what actually hap-

pened. In this regard, let me be perfect-

ly clear that I do not know the answer, 

even after (and especially after) thinking 

about these matters for many years. I do 

believe, however, that I finally know the 

question, so I would like to start there. 

In my mind, the big question is 

theodicy. This should come as no sur-

prise, because theodicy, as we know 

from the ancient book of Job, has been 

an insoluble riddle for a very long time. 

For theists, the mystery of evil is likely 

to outlive every model we construct of 

it and survive every scientific advance. 

Let me go a bit further and say that, 

with regard to the data and Genesis, the 

only real problem is theodicy. Now, 

please understand that I am totally loyal 

to the Sabbath, both in its identity as 

the seventh day and its rich mosaic of 

meanings. But, in fact, I do not see any 

problem whatsoever between the Sab-

bath and the scientific data. W e know 

that this sanctuary in time was set aside 

and given to the Hebrews, and all of 

humanity, as a memorial and experi-

ence of God's re-creating and liberating 

presence. Jesus claimed the day as his 

own. That is good enough for me; I 

simply accept this sacrament with joy. 

There are other issues that challenge 

some conservative Christians, such as 

the nature of inspiration and whether 

the Bible can be read as a scientific text. 

Other writers, however, have dealt 

more skillfully with these topics than I 

can here. 

Theodicy is a serious problem for a 

theistic understanding of evolution. 

Given the scientific data, the natural 

conclusion of many theists is that God 

must have created by means of evolu-

tion. This sets up a contradiction with 

the traditional understanding of the Fall, 

because evolution, as we know it, works 

via what were traditionally considered 

post-Fall mechanisms, and apparently 

these mechanisms were at work long 

before the appearance of human beings. 

The implication is that suffering did not 

arise initially because of the choices of 

human beings, but rather that suffering 

is part of the very fabric of God's cre-

ative activity. 

It is difficult for many of us to imag-

ine that the God we know through 

Jesus Christ chose to create life on this 



earth via the process of natural selec-

tion. Marveling at the grand scheme of 

evolution as God's master design is a bit 

like marveling at the beauty of a palace 

constructed with slave labor: one con-

veniently ignores the ugly truth that it 

was built on the backs of suffering indi-

viduals who had no desire to be thus 

employed. 

I would like to elaborate on this 

point about the suffering of the individ-

ual in order to emphasize why I think it 

is such a problem in evolution-as-cre-

ation. There are two modes in which a 

whole-organism biologist such as myself 

experiences the natural world. One 

mode is spiritual and sacramental. As I 

traverse alpine cirques, peer into the 

ocean depths, or look up into the Milky 

Way from a mountain peak, my being 

is still, and in that silence I am able to 

experience the presence and mighty 

creative power of God. The other mode 

is scientific. In my work, I see natural 

selection at close range, and believe me 

it is not pretty. Those of us who have 

observed the lives of individual animals 

for hours, days, and months on end 

know well the ugly side of nature. Crea-

tures suffer, often horrendously. This 

suffering is part of natural selection and 

evolution as we know it. 

Now, I have heard at least two 

prominent scientist-theologians claim 

that animals do not suffer. They say 

that animals feel pain and die, but do 

not suffer. This is a staggering assump-

tion for one species to make about 

another. Furthermore, having observed 

animals all my life, I simply do not 

believe it. It strikes me as odd that these 

particular theologians accept an unbro-

ken scientific continuum between 

humans and animals, on the one hand, 

while simultaneously positing an 

unbridgeable gulf between humans and 

animals, on the other, when it comes to 

the quality of suffering and morality. 

Such a gulf does not make sense to 

me. I do not think that the qualities of 

"good" and "evil" are equivalent to moral 

culpability and definable only in rela-

tion to human beings. I think suffering 

is of the same essential substance wher-

ever it is found. That is, if suffering is 

evil in human beings (in the sense that 

it is a deviation from Gods original 

plan), then it is evil in animals, including 

those without any possibility of moral 

culpability. After a day in the field 

observing the lives of animals, I resonate 

with the words of Romans 8: indeed, 

the whole creation has been groaning 

to be set free from its bondage to decay. 

My point is that I think a whole con-

tinuum of species suffers, and that suf-

fering is of the same essence wherever it 

is found. Thus, I, for one, am not willing 

to say that evolution as we know it was 

God's best plan for creation. Indeed, 

many of my research colleagues are 

agnostic for exactly this reason: they 

cannot believe in a God who would 

design life to progress to a grand scale 

on the backs of suffering individuals. 

Charles Darwin, a kindly and gentle 

man, was not willing to believe in that 

sort of God, so he preferred not to 

believe. (My own feeling is that Darwin 

rightly rejected a false view of God. I 

imagine God remembers his honesty 

and gentleness with much grace and 

kindness.) Although I realize that it may 

be absurd for me to consider myself the 

guardian of God's reputation, I think it 

is important not to assert that God is 

the architect of suffering for the same 

reason it is important not to tell a per-

son who just lost a child that it was 

"Gods will." 

So here lies the apparent conun-

drum. I myself am (l) unwilling to dis-

count the scientific data, and (2) 

unwilling to believe that God's best plan 

for creating was via evolution, which, 

although veiy beautiful on the large 

scale, can be horrendous on the individ-

ual scale. Many think these two state-

ments are contradictory, but I do not 

believe they are. I would argue that a 

traditional understanding of the theo-

logical teachings of Genesis does not 

logically contradict the data. 

To establish the lack of logical con-

tradiction between two statements, all 

one needs to do is to construct at least 

one logically consistent scenario 

(model) in which both statements can 

be true. So the question is this: can we 

imagine a scenario in which both the 

Genesis teachings and the data regard-

ing common descent are true? There is 

any number of such hypothetical sce-

narios; I will mention only one. 

One might imagine that the reality-

portrayed by the Genesis story, includ-

ing the Fall, happened before the Big 

Bang, in another universe. Our universe, 
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and all its processes, including evolution, would be post-Fall. 

In this scenario, God would be creating something marvelous 

through evolution in the same way that he creates rich bless-

ings from our personal sufferings and regenerates hearts 

through his suffering. But we would not be saying that evolu-

tion was G o d s first or best plan for creation. 

Please understand that I realize there is no evidence, 

whether biblical or scientific, for this model. I reiterate that 

the point is merely to demonstrate a lack of logical contradic-

tion between the teachings of Genesis and the scientific data. 

Because there is no logical contradiction, I can accept the 

scientific data and also affirm a traditional view of the Fall, but 

this does not mean that I know what actually happened. O n e 

thing I do know, however: whatever happened, happened, 

and no amount of post-hoc reasoning or angst can change it. 

Th is leads to my final point : it is okay not to know, 

because not knowing is wha t allows faith. Faith is the 

evidence of things no t seen. I do no t need scientific evi-

dence to believe that Jesus loves me. Indeed, I canno t 

obtain it, for "Jesus loves me" is not a scientific h y p o t h e -

sis. N o scientific data, no mat ter h o w unexpec ted or 

paradigm shift ing, can destroy m y faith in Jesus, my 

experience of his love, or my choice to follow him. 

Let me summarize my thoughts. Although I do not lose 

any sleep over this topic or take my own ideas terribly seri-

ously, I do have three concerns. First, I think it is important to 

be honest with data. Second, I think it is important to affirm 

the loving kindness of God. Third, I think it is important to 

cultivate humility and to allow the love of Jesus to release us 

from fear of the unknown. If I may paraphrase Roman 

8:38-39, I am persuaded that neither ice cores, nor pseudo-

genes, nor weird fossils, nor inconceivable distances, nor 

unimaginably long time spans, nor any other thing in creation 

can separate us from the love of Christ. 

Please forgive this lengthy reply to your question. I trust 

you will take my comments in the spirit of humility and hon-

esty in which they are intended. I also trust that you will safe-

guard my reputation as the Lord watches over both of us with 

infinite kindness. 

Warmly, 

Dana 

Dana Schuster is a pseudonym. 

http://www.sdapartnersininnovation.org
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Adventists Through Academic Eyes 
An Interview with Eva Keller I BYALITABYRD 

Editor 's Note: In 2005, Palgrave Macmlllan 

published The Road to Clarity: Seventh-day 

Adventism in Madagascar. This social anthropo-

logical study, written after two years of fieldwork 

by Eva Keller (right), has been acclaimed by aca-

demics and read with interest by Adventists. 

The study, which began as a Ph.D. thesis for 

the London School of Economics in 2002, exam-

ines the intellectual life of Malagasy Adventists, 

and examines the reasons they remain members 

of the church. 

Eva Keller says she did not know much about 

Adventists before she began her study, but her 

objective approach offers instructive insights into 

our worldwide church, particularly its growth and 

impact in the third world. 

Spectrum asked Keller about how Malagasy 

Adventists interpret the Bible and what she 

learned while living among them. 

Q: Why did you decide to study Adven-

tism in Madagascar? 

A: I first traveled to Madagascar in 

1987 together with a Swiss friend of 

mine w h o has family there. Whi le 

traveling, we met a family in 

Maroantsetra [a seaport town on the 

east of the island]. I then stayed in 

touch with them for eleven years 

before returning to Madagascar. 

Close contact with local people is 

very important in social anthropology. 

So when I was preparing for fieldwork— 

as a Ph.D. student at the London School 

of Economics—I decided to go and do 

my research where my friends lived. 

I thought that my friends in Mada-

gascar were Jehovah's Witnesses, and so 

I decided to research Jehovah's Witness-

es, as there are practically no social 

anthropological studies of this kind of 

"fundamentalist" church in Africa, 

while its membership grows by the 

day. I only found out upon arrival that I 

was wrong, and my friends were actually 

Seventh-day Adventists! Thus I changed 

my study to Seventh-day Adventism. 

Q: You spent two years among the 

Malagasy Adventist community. What 

was your first impression of Malagasy 

Adventists? How did your impression 

change over the time you spent there? 

A: I had assumed, completely wrongly as 

I found out, that the Malagasy Adven-

tists would be very strict fundamental-

ists. I imagined them to be sectarian and, 

frankly, unpleasant people to be with. 

I soon realized this was not at all 

the case, and that they were perfectly 

"normal" people and extremely nice, 

as most Malagasy people are. I was 

received with warmth and openness. 

I was also struck by the importance 

of "knowledge" for the Seventh-day 

Adventists in Madagascar. There is an 

entry to that effect in my field notes 

as early as day two. 1 was taken aback 

because this was not at all what I had 

expected. I had expected narrow-

minded fundamentalists and instead I 

found open-minded, friendly people 

w h o seemed to be very concerned 

with learning from the Bible. 

Q: Can you explain the main thesis you 

came to through your study in Mada-

gascar? Why is Adventism growing? 

A: M y study focuses not so much on 

why people join the church, but 



rather why they remain in it, and on 

what they find fascinating once they 

are in it. T h e reasons for joining, 

which are often very pragmatic, do 

not necessarily need to be the reasons 

for remaining, and the former do not 

explain the attraction of the church. 

This is a key argument in my book 

and also a criticism of the available litera-

ture in the social sciences, which focuses 

almost exclusively on the reasons for 

conversion. But the story doesn't end 

there—in fact, that is only the beginning. 

M y main conclusion, which is well 

summarized in Rich Hannon's review 

of my book (page 75, below), is that 

the key attraction of Adventism for 

members in Madagascar is the intel-

lectual activitythat goes with being a 

Seventh-day Adventist, that is, with 

studying the Bible very thoroughly 

(this is so, too, for people with very 

little formal education). This is the 

"Road" in the title of the book. 

T h e second part of the argument, 

which follows from the first, is that 

this road of intellectual engagement 

leads to an emphasis on rationally 

understanding the workings of the 

cosmos. Thus, Malagasy Adventists' 

ideas of Paradise refer not primarily to 

a place of bliss and prosperity or the 

like, but to a place where the truth 

will be clear and visible, where there 

will be no more doubt or misunder-

standing about what is going on in 

the world, where those living in Par-

adise together with God will know 

and understand. This is the "Clarity" 

of the title of the book. 

Both aspects, the Road and the Clari-

ty, reveal a strong emphasis on learn-

ing, rationality, knowledge of facts, 

and understanding. This conclusion is 

quite radical in comparison to other 

studies of "evangelical/fundamentalist" 

churches in the social sciences. These 

tend to argue that fundamentalists are 

poor or otherwise marginalized people 

who see membership in such a church 

as an escape route from their destitute 

situation and who are misled by their 

leaders who promise them easy access 

to wealth and health. 

Q: Do you think your findings can be 

extrapolated into other countries and 

other communities? 

A: I do not know. However, a key 

argument in my book is that not 

everything can be explained by cultur-

al and historical context (as tends to 

be the case in the social sciences). 

T h e fascination with intellectual 

activity among the Adventists in 

Madagascar cannot satisfactorily be 

explained or understood by context 

alone. Indeed, Adventists in Madagas-

car create a lot of trouble between 

themselves and their non-Adventist 

kin by becoming practicing members 

of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. 

This is because Adventists cannot 

and do not part icipate in some of 

the most fundamenta l kinship activi-

ties in Madagascar—especial ly the 

communica t ion with one's ancestors. 

For their kin w h o are no t Adventists, 

which is the great majori ty, this is 

b e y o n d comprehens ion and amounts 

to a refusal of kinship. 

Q: Were the people open and honest 

and willing to talk about their reli-

gion? Where did you live while you 

were on the island? Did you travel 

throughout the island, or did you con-

centrate on a few communities? 

A: As Rich H a n n o n writes so nicely in 

his review, social anthropological 

studies are "an inch wide and a mile 

deep." This means that one usually 

lives for a long time in the same local 

communi ty sharing people's daily 

lives, worries, and joys. In my case, I 

lived for the most part with the 

above-mentioned family in a small, 

almost rural, town, and I spent about 

five months in a village in the vicinity 

with another Adventist family. This 

was really to broaden my view and to 

kind of check on what I had found in 

the town. W h a t I say comes from 

these locations, but there is no reason 

to think that it would be different 

elsewhere in Madagascar. 

Apart from participant observation, 

I also interviewed people about spe-

cific topics such as ancestor worship. 

All Adventists in these two places 

were extremely friendly and welcomed 

me with openness and warmth into 

their community. I shared their reli-

gious life, though I never made a secret 

out of the fact that I am myself not an 

Adventist. Though my friends some-

times wondered why I didn't convert, 

they never tried to pressure me into 

doing so—again, this was completely 

contrary to what I had expected. 

I explained to them that I was writ-

ing a book about them and they felt 

honored by that fact and were more 

than willing to talk to me about all 

sorts of things and to have me there 

during their religious activities. (The 

only thing I was not allowed to 

actively participate in was the foot-

washing ritual and communion.) 

T h o u g h m a n y of t h e p e o p l e in 

Madagasca r p robab ly overes t imat -

ed the inf luence of m y b o o k (recall 

tha t mos t peop le have very little 

formal educa t ion and no experi-

ence of t h e wor ld b e y o n d the i r dis-

Continued on page 77... 
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own. Today's go-getter parents and today's educational institu-

tions work frantically to cultivate neural synapses, to foster good 

study skills, to promote musical talents. We fly our children 

around the world so that they can experience different cultures. 

We spend huge amounts of money on safety equipment and sports 

coaching. We sermonize about the evils of drunk driving. We 

expend enormous energy guiding and regulating their lives. But 

when it comes to character and virtue, the most mysterious area of 

all, suddenly the laissez-faire ethic rules: You're on your own, 

Jack and Jill; go figure out what is true and just for yourselves. 

Apparently, in the sanitized world of secular academia, 
religion and its uncomfortable ideas of a fallen world, 
sacrifice, and virtue have been replaced with vague ideas 
of playing by the rules. These students, Brooks observes, 
have been raised in unprecedented peace and prosperity. 
T h e y have had no th ing to rebel against and so are happy 
to simply conform themselves to the modern world. 
T h e y believe the world is fundamental ly just because 
their upbringing gives no evidence otherwise. 

M y generation's elite is certainly not unaware of the 
injustices in the world. O n the contrary, they're very 
engaged. But they interpret the problems of the world as 
largely structural, to be fixed by bet ter policy and educa-
tion, not, as some religions would posit, created by the 
deeper dilemma of human nature. Most elite graduates 
can't speak eloquently about virtue and vice because they 
were never taught to. T h e problems they're trained to 
fix—technical, business, law, medical—are external. And 
so they approach injustice, and thus morality, the same 
way they would a problem set in calculus. 

O n the contrary, in the Adventist subculture, one 
cannot help but be saturated by the vocabulary of 
morality. This creates a significant difference between 
thoughtful Christian students and o ther students in my 
generation: believers, in general, speak more eloquent ly 
about virtue and morality. Hav ing been exposed to the 
biblical narratives, we've dealt with the tragic and the 
mystical, with inconsistency and moral obligation. W e 

few years ago, David 

Brooks (right) visited 

Princeton University 

_ (below) in an a t tempt to 

unders tand my generation's merito-

cratic elite. W h a t he found were 

trained workaholics, their e ighteen-

hours-a-day schedules packed with 

classes, work, extracurriculars, and sports. These stu-

dents he dubbed Organizat ional Kids. T h e y were smart, 

friendly, tolerant, and driven. Yet, whenever he tried to 

speak to them about anyth ing o ther than their career-

ism, about ideas of good and evil, sacrifice and sin, the 

students were lost. As he recounts: 

In talking to Princeton students about character, I noticed two 

things. First, they're a little nervous about the subject. When I 

asked if Princeton builds character, they would inevitably mention 

the honor code against cheating, or policies to reduce drinking. 

When I asked about moral Questions, they would often flee such 

talk and start discussing legislative Questions... When it comes to 

character and virtue, these young people have been left on their 

http://www.snectrummaqazine.orcj
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also have had the added advantage that we actually 
believe this stuff. 

These ideas are not just mental exercises f rom which 
we can walk away at the end of class. These quest ions 
and their answers have far-reaching consequences in our 
lives and our most personal unders tanding of ourselves. 
This dynamic is quickly observed, for example, in any 
g o o d Pacific Un ion Col lege H o n o r s class. W h e n a 
group of s tudents w h o have spent their lives fervently 
believing in the literal nature of the Bible are exposed to 
the very real possibility that this is not true, the reaction 
is no t simply intellectual, it is physical and emotional . 
Students lose sleep over this sort of thing. 

For anyone w h o believes a biblically inspired inter-
pretat ion of reality is closer to the t ruth than a secular 
one, the advantage of g rowing up Christ ian is obvious. 
But tha t upbr inging does not translate into moral litera-
cy unless it is h o n e d th rough educat ion. As Adventis t 
colleges in N o r t h America face a growing identi ty crisis, 
an emphasis on moral literacy is one advantage a secular 
school canno t replicate. 

J o n a t h a n P i c h o t is in his sophomore year at Pacific Union College, 

Angwin, California. 

Evangelism—Like Elections? 

BY JARED WRIGHT 

Jan. 17, 2008 

WE'VE BEEN BANTERING a b o u t b o t h e l ec t ions a n d evan-
gelism for a while here, and in discussing them side-by-
side, I couldn' t help not ic ing the parallels. 

Elections. First, elections are primarily about d rumming 
up suppor t for a person w h o represents a package of 
ideas. T h a t candidate may be eloquent , forceful, sympa-
thetic, or persuasive in some way, and those personal 
qualities might draw potential voters. 

Second, every candidate is selling someth ing to the 
voters—whether the promise of affordable heal th care, a 
more "secure" nation, a s t ronger economy, or be t ter edu-
cation—a candidate 's viability depends on his or her 
ability to peddle his or her platform. 

Th i rd , in e lec t ions , a l t hough personal quali t ies and 
p la t fo rms ma t t e r a lot, somet imes just s h o w i n g up in 
the n e i g h b o r h o o d can be e n o u g h . T h e 2008 campa ign 
trail is l i t tered wi th s tories of peop le w h o were g o i n g 
to suppor t X cand ida t e until Y cand ida te spoke at t he 
local h igh school , s h o o k m y h a n d , he ld my baby, 
s t o p p e d on m y block. People are pe r suaded by per-
sonal con tac t . 

Evangelism. T h e same three things hold true when evan-
gelists seek votes for their respective religious par ty 
(denominat ion) : personal qualities (charisma, e loquence, 
and so forth) , a convinc ing platform with promise of 
change for the bet ter , and simply be ing present and 
making face-to-face contac t all play a part in the "suc-
cess" of evangelistic campaigns. Success is measured in 
similar ways—by the number of voters w h o show up and 
check "yes." 

It isn't difficult to "turn out the vote" when tapp ing 
into people's needs for personal contact , the h o p e of a 
be t ter life, and the promise of personal gain of some 
kind. However , as Christ ians w h o care about foster ing 
spiritual format ion and growing spiritual communi ty , we 
need to r emember tha t the spiritual life is very different 
from vot ing for president . 

Chr is Blake put it very well when not ing tha t the 
charge to Jesus' followers is to make disciples, no t deci-
sions. Campaigns are about decisions. T h e Kingdom of 
Heaven is about discipleship. 

W e would do well to r emember the differences. 

J a r e d W r i g h t , a graduate of Southern Adventist University, is studying for 

his M.Div. at La Sierra University. He created the Adventist Environmental 

Advocacy blog. 



COMMENT 

Whatever the outcome of the nomination process resulting from the presi-

dential primaries and eventual election of this country's chief executive, 

American culture will still be the same. That's as far as elections go in the 

United States of America. 

The same may also be true in a former American colony, the Philippines, 

but with one important difference: political candidates in the latter change 

political parties as often as Americans buy a new car. A new car simply 

makes one feel more comfortable with one's presumed social position, 

whatever that is. 

Needless to say, changing one's religion for another can also result in 

nothing less than a radical change, especially when the shift we're asking is 

from a religion that has been part of one's native culture to one that's com-

pletely foreign. This sounds like stating the obvious, but don't many evan-

gelists fail to consider this? Why is it so much harder for Buddhists to 

convert to Christianity, for example, yet it seems easier for Roman Catholic 

Christians in Latin America and the Philippines to become Protestants? 

That said, elections or evangelism, such as those conducted on behalf of a 

foreign government, usually don't result in any significant change in the 

colonial culture. Social scientists, at least in my country, sometimes refer to 

this phenomenon as Split-level Christianity. Simply put: many professed 

Christians (Adventists), especially those residing in the colonies, may have 

only been half converted regardless of what the growth charts and acces-

sion rates seem to project. 

Josel i to Coo, Jan. 18, 2008 

UAP: Creation, Evolution, and Education 

BY KIRSTEN NIXON 

Feb. 12, 2008 

SINCE DARWIN (left) p u b -

l ished his Origin of the Species 
in 1859, the debate over 
the origin of the world 
a m o n g evolutionists and 
creationists has degraded 
into a mess of uncommu-
nicative polarization. This 
bi t ter dialogue has infiltrat-
ed, and in some ways para-
lyzed, one of the most 
p ro found and mysterious 
topics of the human race. 
However , not all have the 
view that science and reli-
gion are incompatible . 

O n e such group tha t 

works to integrate science and faith is the Geosc ience 
Research Institute, based in Loma Linda, California. This 
Adventist organizat ion recently he lped to conduc t a 
four-day conference (February 4 - 7 , 2008) in conjunc-
tion wi th the Universidad Adventista del Plata, in 
Argentina. 

T h e conference , ti t led "Jornadas de Creación, Evolu-
ción, y Educación," hos ted more than three hundred ele-
mentary and secondary school teachers f rom Argent ina, 
Paraguay, and Uruguay. Presentat ions covered topics 
concern ing theology, the story of Genesis, biology, 
geology, genetics, and the impacts of Darwinism on 
society, a m o n g o ther things. Interlaced t h roughou t the 
program was an emphasis on the role of science in 
Adventis t educat ion. 

T h e conference spot l ighted the relat ionship be tween 
science and the Bible and the ways in which one can 
serve to compl iment the unders tanding of the other . 
O n e such example was given that there exist two types 
of questions: those tha t can be answered by science, and 
those that cannot . If a quest ion can be proven wi th an 
exper iment , it is scientific. 

Those that cannot , require faith. Science cannot prove 
whe ther or not G o d exists, because there is no way to 
make a definitive test that can do so. N o r can science 
prove whe ther or not G o d is under the same laws of 
physics as man. T h e answers to these questions are sub-
jective, and the answer you get depends on the worldview 
you decide to use. T h e Bible is one of these worldviews. 

In a world domina ted by science and public opinion, 
convent ions such as these serve a unique purpose for 
evolutionists and creationists alike. O p e n l y discussing 
these topics allows us no t only to form more compre-
hensive pictures of the origin of life, bu t also to guard 
against the dangerous idea tha t we have all of t he 
answers. 

K i r s t e n N i x o n is a student at La Sierra University. 

COMMENT 

Thanks, Kirsten, for the information. It is true that it is important to the dis-

cussion to recognize what science can address and what it can't. 

There are a couple of things that I would like to clarify though, and, if it 

seems like nit-picking, I'm sorry. I do think it is vital to be working off the 

same page and misunderstanding is so easy. 

First, the theory of evolution (T of E) is often lumped into discussions 

around how life began, how the world began, and the age of the earth. 

While T of E compliments findings from other fields in these areas, evolu-

tion itself is separate. If you confuse T of E with geology, physics, and abio-

genesis, you are going to be working at a disadvantage (and I say "you" 



not meaning you, Kirsten, but anyone). By which I mean scientists are going 

to immediately peg you as someone who is ignorant about evolution and 

ignore you (at best). 

Second, saying that "if a question can be proved by an experiment, it is 

science," is really misleading in a couple of ways. Science never proves any-

thing. Evidence can accumulate to the point that scientists can say some-

thing is pretty sure but it is ALWAYS open to the possibility of changing— 

based again on evidence. So when someone critiques T of E by saying, "But 

scientists can't prove it," again, you are showing your ignorance and scien-

tists will ignore you (at best). 

The other problem with that statement is, it sounds like science is limit-

ed to findings from experiments. This is a pervasive but profoundly wrong 

belief about science, which leads to another common but wrong critique of 

T of E: that you can't do experiments on something that happened so long 

ago, so scientists are just guessing anyway. This actually implies that evolu-

tion is not happening now, too, which is wrong. 

Science is about providing natural explanations for the natural world. It 

uses the process of observation to do this. Experimentation is a wonderful 

way to refine the observations to reduce bias and alternative explanations, 

but it is simply one tool of science. One can make observations, develop 

hypotheses, test those hypotheses against more observations, and so forth, 

all without designing a traditional experiment. If this idea was true what 

would I expect to see? Do I see it? How would I recognize it? 

If It were false what might I see? And so on. And then there are your 

peers always refining and critiquing your conclusions as well in an ongoing 

pursuit of what the evidence shows. 

I know that you, Kirsten, are not necessarily making any of the argu-

ments I was discussing above. You are just reporting here. I have heard 

them so often though and I think they are based on misunderstandings that 

need to be clarified so the discussion can continue. 

Beth, Feb. 12, 2008 

COMMENT 

S t e v e H i n d e s (2005) suggests a number of ways that science is different 

from religion. In science, 

• Nothing is beyond question 

• There is no preset range of acceptable answers and unacceptable answers 

• Blind faith in science is appalling to scientists 

• Emotionalism is discouraged 

• Substantive debate of the evidence by knowledgeable proponents of all 

points of view is encouraged, invited, and given top priority at gatherings 

It's pretty obvious that, in the debate over evolution and creatlonism, creation-

ists mostly demonstrate an unwillingness to subscribe to these principles. 

S t e v e Parker , Feb. 13, 2008 
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Change and the Adventist Church 

Analyzing the Latest Actions 
at the General Conference 

BY MICHAEL E. CAFFERKY 

W h a t does it take to bring change to 

the structure of the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church? A methodical, 

incremental process that would protect 

core values as it tiptoes through the 

political minefields. T h e Commission 

on Ministries, Services, and Structures, 

a hundred-member committee that 

studied the subject, brought a report to 

the 2007 Annual Council recommend-

ing a few procedural adjustments that 

were voted. T h e changes outlined in 

the approved measure suggest that 

organizational mission and unity seem 

to have Rook"—power over efficiency 

or financial savings. 

T h e commission argued that: 

• Structural diversity in the Seventh-

day Adventist Church already 

exists, 

• Geographical, political, and cultural 

diversity across the world is great, 

• Local capacity and resources for 

church ministry vary widely from 

region to region, 

• T h e varieties of technology for 

travel, telecommunications, and 

computing are not equally available 

worldwide, 

• A precedent exists for using addi-

tional structural designs that 

address the issues of vertical separa-

tion between power and authority, 

• Changes have taken place in the 

church's external environment.1 

In a nutshell, approval of the com-

mission's recommendations means that 

the little-used union of churches pro-

vision existing in the General Confer-

ence Working Policy since the 1960s 

and designed for unusual operational 

conditions will now be available for 

use as an acceptable mainstream 

approach. This action legitimizes con-

solidations and mergers of traditional 

organizational units but does not man-

date that such actions occur. 

The Commission and Its Work 
In his opening remarks to the commis-

sion at its first meeting in 2006, Gen-

eral Conference president Jan Paulsen, 

who chaired the commission, stated, 

"no organizational structure in govern-

ment or industry can serve as a model 

for what we must have." H e identified 

three main issues for the commission 

to keep in focus: (a) the global unity 

of the church, (b) the global mission 

of the church, and (c) the best use of 

resources.2 

Presentations followed regarding 

the rationale for the commission; the 

history of Seventh-day Adventist 

Church organization and reorganiza-

tion; biblical teaching on ecclesiology 

relevant to the issues of unity, identity 

and mission; and issues regarding 

functional departments of the church 

and some of the options available for 

reconfiguration of these departments.3 

In addition, study groups were formed 

to focus on two topics: the concept 

of flexibility and the concept of union 

of churches, a little-used alternative 

available under General C o n f e r e n c e 

policy where geopolitical constraints 

make it impossible to follow the typi-

cal church structure.4 

W h e n the commission met again, 

one group discussed ways in which 

currently authorized structural pat-

terns might be modified rather than 

putting forward an entirely new orga-

nizational plan. Another study group, 



chaired by Michael Ryan, presented a 

paper exploring the union of churches 

concept and its potential for wider 

application than when it was first 

developed under the leadership of 

Robert H. Pierson in the 1960s. 

Ryan's group suggested use of the 

concept could help reduce the number 

of levels of organization from four to 

three and help redistribute financial 

resources to areas of the work that are 

currently languishing. It could also 

enable redistribution of personnel, 

which would provide additional pas-

tors for local churches. Furthermore, 

the group suggested that the concept 

could facilitate access to a country's 

legal authorities and enable faster 

communication and more appropriate 

decision making.3 

By 2007, the commission had 

agreed on a six-point recommendation 

for Annual Council, which it voted. 

1. Structural Flexibility 
The opportunity is currently available 

for one or more conferences and/or 

unions to obtain division executive 

committee authorization and con-

stituency consent to merge, which 

would remove one level of church 

hierarchy. The question is whether or 

not this will be attractive in the North 

American Division, 

2. Alternate Structures 
With the flexibility principle as a 

foundation, the commission recom-

mended that each geographic divi-

sion territory be given full access to 

the range of designs when making 

structural changes to the mid-level 

administrative units that connect 

local congregations to their divi-

sions. Essentially, these organiza-

tional units can have the same 

relationship and status they now 

have. In contrast, with General Con-

ference division approval and con-

stituency consent, they can change 

to one of the following alternatives: 

a. Complementary staffing model. 

This model maintains organiza-

tionally separate conferences, 

missions, and unions, where the 

departmental staffing at the mis-

sion and/or conference level does 

not parallel that of the union. 

b. Shared administration/services 

model. Under this model, the 

local conference or mission will 

have reduced administrative per-

sonnel and will share administra-

tive and support personnel with 

the union. 

c. Consti tuency-based (union of 

churches) model. Under this 

model, conferences and missions 

as separate organizational levels 

would disappear and be replaced 

by a union of churches. Wi th this 

model, one administrative office 

would be established in a defined 

geographic territory currently 

considered a union, but a union 

of churches—essentially only a 

union—would replace the union 

and its conferences. Some unions 

that accomplish this change may 

choose to appoint directors over 

geographic areas. 

The intent of the Annual Council 

action is prevention of multiple unions 

of churches operating within the same 

geographic territory. In North America, 

it will be interesting to see how the re-

gional conferences take to this provision. 

The shared administration/services 

model looks good on paper, but 

compared with the other models its 

administrators will experience more 

time pressures because they will be 

working for two organizations simulta-

neously. They will be accountable to 

two sets of constituencies. Because of 

this, there may be migration either 

backward toward the traditional 

model or forward to the more stream-

lined union of churches model. 

Under a consolidated union of 

churches model, geographic assign-

ments of administrative and support 

personnel will widen, and administra-

tive personnel may be reassigned pas-

toral roles. The number of churches 

with which union departments will 

interact will increase, thus requiring 

more efficient use of resources. 

Potential divestures of property, 

plant, and equipment assets that result 

from consolidation will raise the stakes 

and the emotional intensity of issues 

during the discussions. 

3. Nonstructural Changes 
In its work, the commission attempted 

to distinguish between structural and 

nonstructural changes. Structural 

changes are those made to relationships 

between conferences, missions, and 

unions. Nonstructural changes include 

mergers of organizations, consolidation 

of functional services across organiza-

tions, and outsourcing. They can also 

include realignment of geographic ter-

ritories within a division. Although 

some nonstructural changes will not 

require changes in the new overall 

design of the mid-level administrative 

structure, in fact, the kinds of changes 

given as examples represent potential 

structural and operational changes both 

within and across organizational units. 

The commission recognized that 

some complicating factors still remain 

to be resolved as the new provisions 



are put into practice. O n e example is 

the status of educational institutions 

located within a territory that might 

be restructured. 

Organizations that wish to merge 

without going through the extensive 

procedures in the General Conference 

Working Policy may have a loophole to 

get around them by claiming that a 

desired change is nonstructural. 

This recommendation has the 

potential to cause the most confusion. 

Division officers hold authority to 

advise and direct decision makers who 

grapple with nonstructural changes. In 

practice, this means that two levels of 

decision making will be necessary to 

accomplish a nonstructural change. 

4. Decision Making 
Decisions to change structure in one 

territory will be made in ways that 

preserve governance practices, church 

authority, policies and procedures, 

unity, organizational identity, fairness, 

and accountability. Without this foun-

dation, organizational changes that 

might be created for local interests 

would have the potential to destroy 

unity, authority, and the broader mis-

sion of the church. The issues of 

authority, fair representation, and 

unity are prominent in the report, 

although it also mentions efficiency 

and effectiveness many times as 

important considerations when decid-

ing structural changes. 

N o structural changes can result 

in the formation of an independent 

organizational unit that is left unat-

tached to church structure. Fair repre-

sentation in the governance structure 

and equitable distribution of financial 

resources must be maintained. 

Although existing organizational units 

can initiate a request for an organiza-

tional change, no approval for struc-

tural change can be self-determined. 

The unit desiring structural change 

must obtain the approval of the next 

larger (administratively higher) organi-

zational unit. 

5. Implementation 
Implementation of changes to struc-

ture will proceed with authorization 

from the division executive committee 

or the General Conference Executive 

Committee, depending on the level of 

organization that wants to reorganize. 

Before it gives its authorization, the 

executive committee will give local 

constituencies the opportunity to 

express their opinions. But the execu-

tive committee will expect more than 

mere opinions. It will want to see that 
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the constituencies consent to a pro-

posed change. Although consent is 

not defined, it is implied that con-

stituencies will take formal action to 

provide or withhold support for a pro-

posed change. 

Most design changes, such as to 

the union of churches model, will 

come slowly to North America. Get-

ting multiple conference constituen-

cies and union leaders and division 

leaders to consent to a proposed 

change will require patience. 

6. Representation 
T h e question of representation has 

surfaced in many discussions of 

church structure during the last 

three decades.6 T h e action at Annu-

al Council is no different. T h e com-

mission was sensitive to two 

paradoxical forces at work. O n the 

one hand, it recognized the need to 

preserve fair representation on exec-

utive committees. Because of the 

diversity of the church, wide repre-

sentation is required. O n the other 

hand, the practical reality of manag-

ing the work of an executive com-

mittee requires that these decision-

making groups be limited in size. 

Paradoxes of this kind will never go 

away. The commission sees resolution 

in terms of attempting to achieve a 

balance. Balance will best be achieved, 

it suggests, when representation on 

executive committees is a function of 

size (for participating organizations) 

and employees of organizational units 

(conferences, unions, and missions), 

and selected on an at-large basis. 

Another issue is preservation of 

two-way communication and account-

ability between officers of smaller 

organizational units (lower in hierar-

chy) and officers of their related 

administrative units over larger territo-

ries (higher in hierarchy). In this 

regard, executive committee members 

who come from higher levels of 

authority (such as division administra-

tors) will be limited to 10 percent of 

the voting members of the executive 

committee at the lower level (such as 

the union executive committee), 

allowing for 90 percent of voting 

members to come from the smaller 

geographic area. 

In an at tempt to close the gap 

between the executive commit tee 

and lay members, the commission 

recommended that church members 

and employees who are not execu-

tive commit tee members be given 

an oppor tuni ty to comment on 

executive commit tee issues "when 

and where appropriate." N o specific 

process was spelled out in terms of 

informing and then accommodat ing 

the comments of church members 

and of church employees when 

accomplishing the work of the exec-

utive committee. 

Other Issues 
Most organizations, whether for-profit 

or nonprofit, have a vertical (hierar-

chical) order of responsibility between 

those who perform the work and 

those who administer it. Although 

other factors are important, vertical 

specialization is valuable for coordina-

tion and for ensuring accountability.7 

The reality is that, as a worldwide 

church, we have one overarching mis-

sion, but we also have multiple mis-

sions represented by the variety of 

church ministries, parachurch min-

istries, independent-but-affiliated min-

istries, support services, and 

departments and institutions affiliated 

with the church. In a complex, func-

tionally organized bureaucracy like the 

church, which has limited resources for 

coordination, vertical authority often 

becomes the default approach to inte-

gration, although top leaders might 

personally prefer some other arrange-

ment. Church administrators may feel 

stuck with few other options. 

In this context, there are two 

fears. On the one hand, church mem-

bers and pastors may fear that central-

ization will lead to too much 

top-down control, and bottom-up 

trust would be undermined. O n the 

other hand, church administrators 

may fear that decentralization will 

lead toward unity—destroying inde-

pendence. Both fears are well founded. 

High-level administrators have 

been entrusted by constituents with 

authority to exercise a great degree of 

control to move the church forward. 

Thus, in centralized organizations, 

leaders near the top of the hierarchy 

tend to make the important decisions. 

Those at the front lines tend to feel 

left out. Decentralized organizations 

attempt to put key decisions closer to 

those most familiar with the situations, 

where decisions are relevant, but with-

in the boundaries of organizational 

identity. But increased autonomy that 

results from decentralization increases 

the risks that some control will be sac-

rificed. Regardless of the mid-level 

structural design chosen, this tension 

point will still be there. 

So if consolidation leads to a union 

of churches in a particular territory, is 

it a move toward greater or less cen-

tralization? From the perspective of 

hierarchical layers, the organization 

would be flattened by one level, with 

local church members one level closer 

to organizational influence over valu-

able resources. Top-down vertical 



coordination and control would be 

more efficient between organizational 

leadership and congregational pastors. 

But as the commission pointed out, 

communication is a two-way process. 

From the perspective of the local 

congregation and pastor, bottom-up 

communication might be less efficient 

in the sense that union of churches 

leadership will have a much broader 

span of control for managing the com-

peting interests of the diverse set of 

interest groups (congregations and 

institutions). 

Congregations and institutions 

within the tenitory of the union of 

churches that need financial assistance 

may find a larger pool of financial 

resources available. That's the good 

news. The bad news would be that the 

larger pool of available resources also 

has a correspondingly larger, more 

diverse group of stakeholders lined up 

to capture its benefits. 

However, there is a more impor-

tant issue to consider. 

Vertical vs. Horizontal Changes 
Based on the study papers the com-

mission produced, discussions of verti-

cal integration and the allowance for 

vertical consolidations into unions of 

churches have dominated its work. 

The action at Annual Council has the 

potential risk of fixing the discussion 

even more firmly on issues related to 

vertical coordination. 

As a church, we must become 

mature enough to embrace continued 

discussions about vertical power and 

authority as we move on to include 

other discussions about the horizontal 

connections that are needed. Without 

horizontal integration efforts, we will 

make slow progress toward improved 

flexibility. The net result will be only 

marginal progress toward mission 

accomplishment. 

Thus, let us not forget the funda-

mental principle that still needs to be 

raised in discussions about church 

structure: it is always at the point of 

organizational separation that coordi-

nation issues arise. This applies as 

much to points of horizontal separa-

tion of function and task as it does to 

the vertical separation of power. 

Over the last thirty-some years, 

the church has developed great diver-

sity in the horizontal 

division of tasks. It 

now has multiple spe-

cialized ministries, 

parachurch ministries, 

support services, and 

specialized departmen-

tal functions. O n e of 

the unintended conse-

quences has been 

development of sepa-

rate mental orientations regarding 

goals, controls, rewards, formality, 

and mission. 

These differences make it difficult 

for the organization to collaborate. 

Strategy-critical activities become 

fragmented. The processes of acquir-

ing new members, edifying the church 

body, connecting with communities, 

and educating become fragmented. 

This is especially true when the organ-

ization has depended primarily upon 

vertical coordination and control 

mechanisms, as well as the policies 

that govern vertical power over 

resources. 

Horizontal separations between the 

various functional tasks and special-

ized work units require both vertical 

and horizontal integration efforts. In a 

changing environment, reorganized 

vertical integration efforts alone, such 

as the union of churches, will be insuf-

ficient to help the church deal with 

the challenges it faces as it adapts to 

its environment. Such efforts might 

even lull it to sleep if it thinks these 

alone will resolve the need of the 

church to be responsive to the exter-

nal environment. But they ignore the 

crucial strategic importance of hori-

zontal linkages. 

W e need the commission or anoth-

er group to study ways to improve 

horizontal integration across functions, 

departments, support services, special-

ized ministries, and organizations that 

share common goals. Discussions like 

this offer the potential for helping us 

learn how different perspectives can be 

unified, and how we can come to 

agreement on our priorities. H 
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deceit, shame, insight, healing, hell 

Ordinary and Dangerous: 
Sex in the Christian Community I BY LOREN SEIBOLD 

B ecause they 

lived on the 

adjacent 

farm, I 

spent a lot of my child-

h o o d at Grandpa and 

Grandma ' s house . 

Grandpa and Grandma 

always had a subscrip-

tion to the big glossy Look and Life p h o t o mag-

azines, which I en joyed paging th rough at 

about the age of six or seven. O n e evening, I 

voiced a totally innocent question to Grandpa 

as I was looking th rough the magazine: 

"There are so many pictures of Marilyn M o n -

roe. What ' s so great about her?" Grandpa 

laughed, and said, "That's someth ing you'll 

unders tand when you get older." 

About the same time, I got my first Bible, a 

King James Version with a br ight ly colored 

cloth cover of Jesus ho ld ing children. Right 

before the conten ts page was a table of dia-

critical marks, which then hashed th rough 

every proper name in the book. I asked 

Grandma this time: "What are all these little 

marks above the letters?" 

Grandma said, "That's something you'll 

understand when you get older." 

I vividly remember thinking, "Marilyn Mon-

roe and these words in the Bible: they must 

both have to do with the same secret thing that 

someday, when I grow up, I'll learn about!" 

And I have, t hough it hasn't been quite 

wha t I expected. Somewhere a long the line, it 

became apparent to me that at least some of 

wha t people do with religion has to do with 

sex: to control it, just ify it, suppress it, hide it, 

separate others on the basis of it, and manage 

the guilt associated with it. 

There is plenty of sex in the Bible, 

though as a child in the 1950s I 

didn't unders tand most of it. After I 

was assured that winter wasn't as 

cold in Eden as it was in N o r t h Dakota , Adam 

and Eve's doing their gardening sans c lothing 

became a source of titillating curiosity. ' From 

my Sabbath School teacher's explanation of 

the Seventh C o m m a n d m e n t , I ga thered it was 

someth ing like divorce. T h a t H a m was pun-

ished for seeing his father's nakedness puzzled 

me, since my dad and I changed clothes in the 

same locker room when we wen t swimming. 

W h a t was supposed to have happened in 

Sodom was impossible to figure out, but, for-

tunately for the teacher, I was more interested 

in h o w a person could turn into a salt statue. 

Every new leap in Bible knowledge opened 

new questions, and the glossing over of them 

suggested to us that sex was something we don't 

talk about, except sotto voce and with giggles in 

the back of the school bus. And so to some 

extent, my friends and I assumed that what we 

knew about sex was original information. 

At Sheyenne River Academy, my Bible 

teacher a t tempted some low-key Christian sex 

education with a book called Dialogue in Roman-

tic Lover By today's standards, it would be mild; 

but Mr. Kahler was probably something of a 

pioneer. It was the first t ime I'd ever seen such 

Marilyn 

Monroe and 

these words in 

the Bible: 

they must 

both have to 

do with the 

same secret 

thing that 

someday, 

when I grow 

up, I'll 

learn about! 
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things in print, and it made a deep impression, a l though I 

also found it a little creepy that my old teacher (he was 

in his thirties) was up in f ront talking about it. 

But the cat was beg inn ing to find its way out of t he 

bag. T h e 1970s came on, and a lot of stuff was laying 

r ight out there for us to see. T h i n g s like homosexual i ty 

and sexual abuse and rape and harassment . M u c h of 

wha t happens on col lege campuses has to do with sex, 

then as now, t h o u g h it was still a somewha t guiltier 

place then . 

It is mos t ly in t h e c h u r c h t h a t we c o n t i n u e to han -

dle sex g inger ly . W e speak of it l i t t le and cau t ious ly 

( c o m p a r e d to , say, pe r s ecu t i on by C a t h o l i c s ) , t h o u g h 

it is an u n m e n t i o n e d sub tex t t o near ly eve ry life. W e 

ge t suspic ious of any pas to r or t e a c h e r w h o makes 

sex an espec ia l ly loud s t r ing on his f idd le , a n d p roba -

b ly n o t w i t h o u t reason : because , to fit well in to 

Adven t i s t cu l ture , y o u sor t of have to k n o w h o w we 

don't address it. 

In Midnight's Children, Salman Rushdie tells of a young 

unmarried Muslim physician called to examine the 

daughter of a rich landowner. W h e n he enters her 

bedroom, he sees her maids holding a sheet with a 

seven-inch hole cut in the middle. She's a proper girl, the 

father tells him, and it would be wrong for him to see all 

of her. She would tell him the complaint, and the maids 

would move the sheet so he could look at just the offend-

ing part. Over the months that he treated her, he found 

himself trying to put together the pieces of the girl that he 

had seen in an at tempt to picture the whole girl; and was 

grateful when she finally got a headache so he could see 

her face.3 

T h a t isn't a bad m e t a p h o r for w h a t Wes t e rn culture 

has d o n e wi th sex. At any given time, we focus on one 

problem, or set of problems, but leave the rest covered. 

For years (for much of m y life, and a cen tury earlier), 

the focus was on marriage: ge t t ing people to h o n o r 

marriage, no mat ter h o w bad, and punish ing them for 

leaving it. T h e goal seemed to be to corral sex into a 

very small space, in the h o p e tha t it could never get up 

enough m o m e n t u m to punch its way out and force us 

to deal with it openly. 

H o w else can you explain churches freezing out the 

divorced, and ruthlessly expelling those w h o remarried? 

But in the church, as well as society at large, we ignored, 
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or even denied, those more frightening expressions of sex, 

like incest, pedophilia, homosexuality, and rape.4 

Only a few groups—Mormons and Roman Catholics— 

have focused particularly on masturbation. Is it a coinci-

dence that these groups covered the worst secrets of all: 

child marriage in one case, pederasty in the other?3 Roman 

Catholics have legislated 

the laity's sex and reproduc-

tion most broadly—while 

hiding one of the worst sex-

ual scandals in Christian 

history. The perforated 

sheet generally covers as 

much as it exposes. 

T h e opening in the 

sheet takes time to move, 

but it has. Sex in Ameri-

can culture is regarded 

quite differently than it 

was in the 1950s. W e 

now allow inspection of 

the very things we once 

avoided talking about. An 

average American today is 

indignant over child sexu-

al abuse, has strong, 

expressed opinions on homosexual issues, and knows 

way more about aberrant sexual practices than he or she 

can ever make practical use of. But the usual moral tres-

passes, with all the damage they do to families, now 

seem less critical: most Americans, most of the time, act 

as though what others do in the privacy of their own 

homes (or of others' homes, motel rooms, or clubs) is 

their business. Every movement of the sheet exposes 

one problem, while putt ing others out of sight. 

Now, all the bile that was once spent on infidelity 

and divorce is directed toward fringe sexual activity. 

T h e upside is to make us watch our children more care-

fully. But there are downsides, too, to this paranoia of 

the deviant: wi tch-hunt enthusiasm for prosecuting an 

accused preschool teacher, for example; or those 

charged with sex crimes (rapists to be sure, but also a 

twenty-one-year-old having sex with a younger girl-

friend) marked with a scarlet letter until death. Indig-

nant morality in one area might be transference from 

insufficient moral reflection in another. 

Freud is accused of overstating the case when 

he said everything is about sex, but I don't 

think he overstated it by much. Because it 

hadn't happened to me, I assumed that child 

sexual abuse was a rare thing. W h e n I became a pastor 

in a secret-telling era, I was shocked at the number of 

people, some well past retirement, who quietly con-

fessed to having been raped or abused in chi ldhood. 

Although it doesn't happen to everyone, it isn't rare. As 

a middle-aged pastor, I listen more, and hear more, and 

now know that there is a world of sexual secrets around 

us, even in a happy, conservative congregation. Reli-

gion doesn't seem to help much in suppressing sex, but 

it does provide means to conceal illicit sex, and some-

times even justify it. (The adulterous couple w h o always 

had a session of earnest prayer after their Motel 6 tryst 

comes to mind.) 

It comes down to this: sex is both ordinary and dan-

gerous. It makes babies, but also inflames sick minds. It 

is rooted in the deepest part of our souls, but may have 

tethers into the most unstable, pathological parts of us. 

It is pursued in rather ordinary ways in most relation-

ships, but it can also be expressed in threatening, hurt-

ful ways. 

The model we were taught is of a young person who 

never thinks about sex, only about happy homes and 



-

children, until he or she is married; discreetly does what 

is necessary to create babies; and forgets about it again 

afterwards. It is a Victorian ideal that didn't even work 

during Victorian times. It has never worked very w e l l -

just read the Bible. Young people experience sexual 

feelings before they even know what they are. Almost 

all men and many women have had some level of sexual 

experience when alone. 

Those who remain faithful through marriage (and in 

spite of how popular culture makes it sound, there are 

many) still have sexual attractions to others. There are 

those who, from the security of marriage, in the shadow 

of the church, find themselves drawn (for reasons we 

don't fully understand) to the terrible and frightening 

attraction of sex with children, or accompanied by vio-

lence. These aren't culturally acceptable in the church 

and rarely outside of it, but piety is a good camouflage 

and sometimes an astonishingly successful one. 

I have a friend who was raped repeatedly by her 

church school teacher at about the age of thirteen. 

Enough suspicion had been raised that the pastor 

and elders called her in. (Surprisingly—or perhaps 

not—they didn't question the teacher.) W h e n my friend 

came before them, she read the future in their faces: 

they were disposed to disbelieve her, or at least hoped 

they could find some way not to deal with it. So not 

to prolong the agony, she (showing the most sense of 

them all) denied anything had happened, and it was 

dropped. H e moved on to another church school, she 

to a period of depression and promiscuity. 

Deceit , it seems to me, is at the core of sexual sin. 

But the Christian church has been quite as deceitful as 

its members. T h e lie has been that if you set a high 

fence between marriage sex and everything else, it will 

always hold. T h e lie is that we can control sexual 

behavior with threats. T h e lie is that once the barrier is 

breached, it can never again be repaired. T h e lie is that 

sexual sins are the worst of all sins, and unusually diffi-

cult for G o d to forgive, if he can forgive them at all.6 

T h e lie may be that it simply doesn't happen here. 

Some believe these things sincerely, and others know 

better but keep up the fiction because they're afraid of 

what they might let loose if they don't—as though our 

denial is holding back the tide of sexual attraction. 

O u r children haven't bought all this wi thout ques-

tion. Many (even Christian) young people believe that 

sex with a boyfr iend or girlfriend, or even with several, 

doesn't necessarily destroy your life. T h e virginity 

myth that was widely accepted (if carelessly practiced) 

for thousands of years has lost adherents. I do not ask 

young unmarried couples at tending church if they are 

sleeping together; whe ther or not, my goal is to get 

them married, not embarrass them and make them 

unwelcome. From a traditional point of view this may 

be regrettable, but it is also realistic. 

It's hard to fault the traditional model on the grounds 

of either moral principle or common sense: sex is 

deeply, spiritually, wired into the soul, and it creates 

new human beings (or at least it can); and for both 

reasons it serves us best in the context of a stable relation-

ship.' In a perfect world, that would be self-evident to 

everyone. But this is far from a perfect world. It is deeply 

damaged, with deeply damaged inhabitants. And in this 

context, the criticism that can be advanced against our 

(the Christian church's) attitude toward sex is not that the 

ideal is bad, but that there's not much of a fallback posi-

tion to the inevitable failures. It begins with a refusal to 

admit that sexual sins are relatively easy to commit, and 

are surprisingly common, even among Christians. 

W e hate to acknowledge that, of course, because sex 

excites the church's deepest shame. For all the simple 

earthiness about sex in the Bible, the church still does 

its best to dodge it. W e church people sometimes com-

plain that sex is no longer a secret; it is everywhere in 

Western culture. But that doesn't mean anyone address-



es it constructively.8 Because we don't speak of it, we 

are likely to either overreact, or underreact, when its 

non-traditional forms present to us. 

W h a t I find most regrettable as a pastor is that the 

unreflective attitudes that form the traditional position 

fulfill their own expectations. There is no doubt that an 

extramarital affair is a hurtful thing. To churches inclined 

to proactivity, the case seems easy to prosecute: indict 

the first partner to make physical contact with an out-

sider. The church may then censure or disfellowship. 

Informally, friends take sides. That a couple may 

divorce because of infidelity (according to some interpre-

tations of Mat thew 19) may even imply that they ought 

to. So marriages that could be saved, or where damage 

could at least be minimized, are not because we are more 

interested in enforcement than healing. 

But because sexual trespasses are so threatening, they are 

equally easy to ignore. W e find it difficult to confront our 

church members about them. W e may in the process stir up 

our own fear and guilt. If left alone, those involved may slip 

away and save us the trouble, and they often do. 

Neither response is appropriate for a people whose the-

ological foundation is the healing, restorative grace of God 

through Jesus Christ. The punitive response supposes 

that churches are the private club of the sinless—a stupid 

supposition. Ignoring it achieves no Christian purpose, 

either, not least because it leaves perpetrators unaccount-

able and all parties lonely. 

Better would be the response like Jesus' to the 

woman caught in adultery: clear engagement with bo th 

the victim and perpetrator, attentive, compassionate, 

and reassuring of the ubiquity of sin among us and our 

mutual at tempts to grow beyond it. But as long as sexu-

al sins amplify our anxiety beyond almost every other 

kind of sin, we won't be very redemptive with them. 

We'll either deny them, or deal harshly with them, but 

there will be little insight and little healing for what is 

really a fairly common problem of human life—again, 

read the Bible. 

Should we learn to regard these trespasses with 

neither panic nor denial, we may discover some 

advantages. Sexual sins are a major reason that 

people leave the Adventist church, or are 

expelled from it. I wonder how many would still be here 

had we enculturated a redemptive, rather than a punitive, 

framework to assist us? W e might have thirty million 

church members rather than half that number. 

I suspect benefits would be apparent in dealing with 

"normal" sexual sins (assuming that an extramarital affair 

is more normal than, say, rape) as well as criminal and 

pathological ones. At the very least, it would prevent 

people from having to go through these experiences 

alone and give them a place for healing and hope rather 

than becoming perpetual victims. I've seen those who 

have been raped or abused (such as my friend men-

tioned earlier) recover in remarkable ways when placed 

in a thoughtful and supportive environment, where heal-

ing, rather than a ruined life, is assumed. 

Like the continuum between anger and murder, the 

psychological territory between sexual trespass and rape 

or pedophilia is complex and difficult to map. Yet even 

rape and pedophilia, which must be dealt with criminal-

ly, and whose perpetrators must be removed from socie-

ty, have to be seen in light of a world broken in just 

about every particular. Tha t takes an almost Christ-like 

maturity; but prove to me that God can't forgive, and 

save, and have living next to you in heaven, someone we 

wouldn't allow near our children down here! 

Much of what I'm talking about might fall together 

naturally were we to give a proper weight to this sin, 

against all the others. About sexual sin, C. S. Lewis wrote, 

I want to make it clear that the centre of Christian morality is not 

here. ... The sins of the flesh are had, hut they are the least had of 

all sins. All the worst pleasures are purely spiritual: the pleasure of 

putting other people in the wrong, of bossing and patronising and 

spoiling sport, and backbiting; the pleasures of power, of hatred. 

For there are two things inside me, competing with the human self 

which I must try to become. They are the Animal self, and the 

Diabolical self. The Diabolical self is the worse of the two. That 

is why a cold, self-righteous prig who goes regularly to church 

may be far nearer to hell than a prostitute. 

"But of course," he added, "it is better to be neither."9 • 

Notes and References 
1. My Sabbath School teacher Insisted that they weren't really 

naked, but clothed with light, an idea that finds support in Ellen White's 

Spiritual Gifts, vol. 3 (Battle Creek, Mich., 1864), 34. 

2. Prentiss L. Pemberton, Dialogue in Romantic Love: Promise and 
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Communication (Valley Forge, Perm.: Judson Books, 1961). It had the 

advantage of being a bit more progressive than the Adventist alterna-

tives, On Becoming a Man, and On Becoming a Woman, in the latter of 

which Harold Shryock, in at least one edition, recommended female cir-

cumcision. "There are teenage girls who, impelled by an unwholesome 

curiosity or by the example of unscrupulous girl friends, have fallen into 

the habit of manipulating these sensitive tissues as a means of excite-

ment. This habit is spoken of as masturbation. . . . There is an anatomi-

cal factor that sometimes causes irritation about the clitoris and thus 

encourages a manipulation of the delicate reproductive organs. . . . 

Oftentimes the remedy for this situation consists of a minor surgical 

operation spoken of as circumcision. This operation is not hazardous and 

is much to be preferred to allowing the condition of irritation to contin-

ue." Harold Shryock, On Becoming a Woman: A Book for Teen-Age Girls 

(Victoria, Australia: Signs, 1968), 38. 

3. Salman Rushdie, Midnight's Children (New York: Penguin, 1980). 

4. Please understand: I am not equating homosexuality with 

pedophilia and rape, only that it fell into the same unmentionable cate-

gory in many minds. 

5. It is surprising that Adventists have, for the most part, dodged the 

issue of masturbation, given an early revelation of our prophet on the 

topic. See Ellen White, An Appeal to Mothers (Battle Creek, Mich., 

1864). 

6. Many a pastor has heard a church member say that because of a past 

sexual trespass he or she fears having committed the unpardonable sin. 

7. I say traditional, rather than biblical, because the biblical model 

isn't all that clear. Could you recommend that a young person emulate 

the family life of most of the Old Testament's major characters? Also, 

although the New Testament gives more practical guidelines, it still per-

mits polygamy. 

8. C. S. Lewis explains it this way: "They tell you sex is a mess 

because it has been hushed up. But for the last twenty years it has not 

been hushed up.... I think it is the other way around. I think the human 

race originally hushed it up because it had become such a mess." C. S. 

Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Collier, 1960), 91. 

9. Ibid., 94. 

Loren Se ibold is senior pastor of the Worthington, Ohio, Seventh-day 

Adventist Church. 
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Examining the Biblical Texts about 
Homosexuality Toward the Unity of the Body of Christ I BY J O H N R.JONES 

For Seventh-day Adventists, human considera-

tions matter.1 But such considerations do not 

suffice. As "people of the Book," we instinctively 

turn to Scripture for guidance. W e want help, 

and we want it on authority that transcends anecdotal or 

"common sense" appeals. So it is with questions of our 

sexual relationships. Early in any discussion of how we 

should sexually express our love for one another, the 

question of "what the Bible says" urges itself upon us. W e 

experience it as foundational, a priori. 

I write f rom the perspective of a heterosexual Cau-

casian male w h o th rough school ing and practice has 

arrived at certain insights into scriptural interpretat ion. 

M y sociocultural location inevitably affects my perspec-

tive, even as I seek to listen sincerely to the voices 

(scriptural and con temporary) engaged in this conversa-

tion. As a s tudent of Scripture, I come to the text wi th 

the scholarly tools of bo th traditional historical analysis 

and more recent literary approaches . These two loca-

tions—sociocultural and academic—I take as grounds for 

humili ty and cont inuing open-mindedness in proffer ing 

wha t follows. 

What the Texts Meant 
W e will cut th rough much underbrush if we keep our 

quest ions f ramed correctly. In asking, What biblical impli-

cations can we find for the ethics and boundaries of sexual expres-

sion in the context of loving same-sex relationships? w e c a n 

immediate ly set aside the horrif ic stories of Genesis 19 

and Judges 19 as irrelevant. These accounts may have 

much to say about patriarchal hospital i ty codes, male 

control over women's sexuality, and ethnic/tr ibal identi-

ty in ancient Israel, but we can only regard the same-

sex aspect as serving at most to underscore the sense of 

cont ravent ion of boundaries.2 Sodom and G o m o r r a h 

subsequent ly funct ion in H e b r e w Scripture as bywords 

for a variety of evils f rom pride to oppression, but with-

out reference to homosexuali ty.3 

The Holiness Code 
Leviticus 17—26 encodes the legal framework of Israelite 

society as attributed back to Moses.4 This framework 

structures an ethic of ritual purity, a code of sacral taboos 

through which Israel is to maintain a state of holiness 

before God. Always fragile and subject to threat, this state 

is constantly to be reinforced not only through ritual cer-

emonies, but also through meticulous observances in the 

sphere of everyday life. Included among its injunctions 

are the two instances of outright prohibition of same-sex 

intercourse to be found in the Bible: "You shall not lie 

with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination" 

(18:22); and "If a man lies with a male as with a woman, 

bo th of them have commit ted an abomination; they shall 

be put to death, their b lood is upon them" (20:13).5 

T h r o u g h o u t the Hol iness Code , it is only the adult 

males of the communi ty , the "sons of Israel," w h o are 

addressed; what women do sexually with women is not 

on the horizon. In the prohibition in Chapter 18, togeth-

er with its sanction in Chapter 20, the wrongness resides 

in the feminizing treatment of one male by another: "as 

with a woman." This pattern of concern over the blurring 

of distinctions in the conventional order is evident in 

many of the ceremonial law's stipulations.6 

Such stipulations forbid the mixing of two kinds of 

crops in one field, the wearing of garments composed of 

more than one type of fabric, or the crossbreeding of ani-

mals (Lev. 19:19)/ Some of them have to do with dietary 

practices (17:10-16), some with degrees of consanguinity 

for sexual relations (18:6-18), some with the tr imming of 

hair and beard (19:27), and much else. In all, the 



expressed intent is to avoid contamination by association 

with any practices that characterize other peoples. "You 

shall be holy to me; for I the LORD am holy, and have 

separated you from the peoples, that you should be mine" 

(20:26). This holiness, then, is marked not only by sepa-

ration from surrounding nations, but also by observance 

of o ther separations that the Israelites understood to 

express the canonic order of the universe. 

Furthermore, the proscription against sex between males 

is unders tood to apply only to penetrative sex, for only so 

is the ancient taboo against the mixing of kinds violated. 

W i t h r e g a r d to t h e d i s t i n c t i o n 

between sexes, such a practice caused a 

man to be used as a woman—as a pas-

sive recipient of male "seed." W i t h 

regard to the cultic identity of Israel, it 

contaminated their ceremonial purity 

by bringing in activities identified with 

the Canaani tes . O n bo th counts, the 

concern was not over an individual's 

sexual orientation or expression per se; 

homosexuali ty as we unders tand it 

today from the standpoint of the indi-

vidual was simply absent from the 

th inking beh ind these injunctions.8 

Rather, the concern was wholly corpo-

rate: it was to protect the symbolic 

markers between Israel and her neigh-

bors. In this perspective, one's sexual 

conduct was no mere personal matter; 

it was loaded with overtones of cultur-

al and national identity. And it was 

these over tones that de te rmined the 

attitudes and sanctions regarding sexu-

al behavior. 

All of this, of course, comes to us as 

background. It participates in tha t 

larger conversation between Judaism and Christianity that 

began in N e w Testament times. And it poses again for 

us, as for the earliest Christian thinkers, the question, How 

does scriptural fidelity relate to a religious heritage that vests its sexual 

norms in precisely those distinctions that are overcome in Christ? 

T h i s ar t icle turns on t h a t ques t ion . In t he N e w 

Tes tament , the question brings into conversat ion three 

rel igio-cultural wor lds—the anc ien t Israelite, t he Hel -

lenistic Roman, and the emerg ing Christ ian. Al though 

For you were 
called to free-
dom, brothers 
and sisters; 
only do not 

early Chris t ians interact wi th bo th their Hebra ic her-

itage and the t h o u g h t wor ld of gentile society, t hey are 

nonetheless shaping a new moral order. And in tha t 

order, they see themselves pushing b e y o n d their two 

roots. It started with Jesus: he was unders tood to have 

bo th demons t ra ted and author ized the process. In him, 

quest ions of gender roles and relations, of the Hol iness 

Code , of Jew/genti le interactions and much else are laid 

open to new perspectives. 

W i t h explicit regard to same-sex relations, however, 

we must wait for Paul to open the discussion; here the 

canonical Gospels provide no input 

from Jesus.9 

use your 
freedom as an 
opportunity 
for self-
indulgence. 

Gal. 5:13 

The Gospel According to Paul 
For Paul, the fact that the core of the 

gospel is the divine initiative toward 

humankind, centering in Jesus' death 

and resurrection, provides the lode-

stone from which he constantly takes 

his theological and ethical bearings. 

His construction of Christian theolo-

gy around the cross of Christ provides 

the decisive standard for Christian life; 

nothing must be allowed to impinge 

on the believer's f reedom, purchased 

at highest cost.10 It is for the sake of 

f reedom that Chris t has l iberated us. 

This is no trivial matter; we are sum-

moned to stand firm in that freedom, 

refusing to compromise the efficacy of 

Christ's cross by reintroducing super-

stitions of either pagan or Judaic ori-

gin into our walk by faith. 

At the same time, this is no license 

for irresponsible or profligate behav-

ior. "For you were called to freedom, 

brothers and sisters; only do not use your freedom as an 

opportuni ty for self-indulgence" (Gal. 5:13; compare v. 

16). For Paul, flesh and spirit represent two opposite prin-

ciples at work in human life. Even with all of his instinc-

tive holism, he juxtaposes the works of one and the fruits 

of the other as setting the terms of our reach toward 

wholeness and freedom in Chris t ." 

T h e implications are many and far reaching. But when 

it comes to how we shall live as Christians in this world, 



Paul is nowhere more pointed than in his famous summa-

tion at the close of Galatians 3: "As many of you as were 

baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 

There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave 

or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you 

are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then 

you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to the prom-

ise." This single visionary statement demonstrates what 

the cross of Jesus means for Paul. It provides a focal lens 

through which to view all of his pronouncements on 

human relations, and points the trajectory for our own 

ongoing hermeneutic as we take up 

the task of appropriating his principles 

for our own time. 

In light of Paul's first pairing above, 

our first question, "What biblical impli-

cations can we find for the ethics and 

boundaries of sexual expression in the 

context of loving same-sex relation-

ships?" gets pulled directly into the 

second, "How does scriptural fidelity 

relate to a religious heritage that vests 

its sexual norms in precisely those dis-

tinctions that are overcome in Christ?" 

W e have observed the Levitical con-

viction that sex between Israelite males 

breaches the ethnic identity of the 

Hebrew people, who defined their cho-

senness and ceremonial purity in terms 

of their descent from Abraham. Now 

when these cultural and national 

bounds are transcended in Christ, the ground is cut out from 

under the proscriptions in Leviticus 18 and 20. When Paul 

affirms the equality of Jew and gentile before God, he is dis-

mantling the framework on which these proscriptions stand. 

T o be sure, the distinction remains between God's 

holy people ("saints," as Paul regularly addresses them) 

and an unholy world. But if the distinction is now to be 

marked along nontribal lines, then any of the tradition-

al markers must now be shown to carry other water, or 

go the way of that central symbol of tribal identity, cir-

cumcision. Paul's principle becomes more interesting as 

he pushes further: Just how far does this erasure of dif-

ference, in Christ, extend? 

Clearly it goes far enough that when Paul wants to 

differentiate between life in the Spirit and the life of 

fleshly indulgence, he can readily reach beyond the Juda-

ic pale to gentile norms for support. His frequent use of 

catalogs of vices (as well as of virtues) appears to be 

shaped not so much by one-to-one correspondences with 

specific behaviors in a given situation as by conventional 

listings in popular Greco-Roman literature of the day.12 

Whethe r appropriated directly from commonplace mor-

alizing in the larger world or mediated through Hellenis-

tic Jewish tradition, these concatenations provide Paul 

with ready-made markers for the bounds of conduct for 

those who belong to the Kingdom.13 

Sexual references make limited 

appearances in these lists. Unsurpris-

ingly, the general term pomos, desig-

nating a fornicator, adulterer, or 

otherwise sexually immoral person, is 

the most common sexual term in such 

New Testament catalogs, occurring at 

1 Corinthians 5:9, 10 and 11; 6:9; 1 

Timothy 1:10; and Revelation 21:8 

and 22:15.14 

Same-sex considerations do, how-

ever, arise at two points, in 1 

Corinthians 6:9, and 1 Timothy 1:10, 

with the terms arsenokoites and malakos. 

The Pauline Vice Lists 
In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul is working 

against the readiness of some Chris-

tians to go to court against their fellow 

believers over perceived wrongs. In 

reproving them, he lists the kind of people in the world to 

whom they are turning for justice: "Do you not know that 

wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not 

be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male prosti-

tutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, 

robbers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God" 

(6:9-10). Where the 1952 Revised Standard Version has 

"homosexuals," the 1972 edition has "sexual perverts." In 

either case (as with the New International Version's "homo-

sexual offenders"), these expressions combine a pair of 

terms in the Greek text, malakoi and arsenokoitai. These two 

terms stand behind the expressions male prostitutes and 

sodomites in the N e w Revised Standard Version. 

Paul is progressively building up a conventional catalog 

of kinds of people who carried some stigma in the larger 

Do you not 
know that 
wrongdoers 
will not 
inherit the 
kingdom of 
God? 



society, to make his point of Christian distinctiveness. T o 

the four examples in 5:10, he adds two more in verse 11 

and an additional four in 6 :9 -10 : " 

1 Corinthians 5:10 1 Corinthians 5:11 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

immoral immoral immoral 

greedy greedy idolators 

robbers idolators adulterers 

Idolators revllers malakoi 

drunkards arsenokoitai 

robbers thieves 

greedy 

drunkards 

revllers 

robbers 

This may be evidence that Paul is here depending on 

pre-established catalogs, without focusing on any particular 

item. T h e lists lengthen for rhetorical effect.'6 As for malakoi 

and arsenokoitai, the two terms are not grammatically 

paired—as are the "greedy" and the "robbers" of the first list. 

Rather, they are separated by the same "or" as are the other 

terms. Accordingly, we will consider them separately. 

Malakos. Used adjectivally, this term carries the basic 

quality of "softness." In the N e w Testament , it appears 

three times in this usage (twice in Matt . 11:8; and in the 

parallel, Luke 7:25), modify ing the noun clothing. Jesus 

contrasts the ruggedness of anyone w h o lives in the desert 

with those w h o live luxuriously in palaces, and his peasant 

hearers would have appreciated the jibe. But the fact that 

this saying is preserved in the Gospels implies that it also 

resonated later with Christians in the larger Roman world 

w h o found themselves under duress from the rulers of 

their day. If soft living was a marker of the oppressor, then 

by contrast the oppressed were b o u n d to see themselves 

at its opposite, more stringent pole. Such a stance could 

stiffen their resistance to persecution, s t rengthening spines 

by means of a certain hard-edged style. 

So natural was this t endency that it could descend 

into outr ight bravado. Again it is M a t t h e w and Luke w h o 

give us the picture of a macho Peter at the Last Supper, 

avowing his steadfastness and p rompt ing his fellow disci-

ples to join in (Matt . 2 6 : 3 3 - 3 5 = Luke 22:33-34) . T h e 

incident , surely, is recorded as a caut ionary w o r d to later 

believers, as to h o w the threat of persecution is to be 

met : no t wi th swagger bu t wi th the s teadfast f i rmness 

of fa i th . 1 ' Ev iden t ly the cau t ion was n e e d e d . 

This connota t ion provides an important interpretive 

frame for the one time the term malakos appears as a noun 

in the N e w Testament . In its plural form, malakoi is includ-

ed in the listing of unwor thy types in 1 Corinthians 6. 

Polycarp (d. 155 C.E.), himself a voluntary martyr, similar-

ly uses it in his listing of those w h o will not inherit the 

Kingdom.1 8 By contrast, when Polycarp enters the arena of 

his death, he hears a voice from heaven: "Be strong, Poly-

carp, and play the man [andrizou]."'9 

For a communi ty under such pressure, it is hardly sur-

prising that a certain semantic polarity would evolve 

between the strength of character that endures and the 

kind of weakness that folds. And given the dualistic 

assumptions of the Greco-Roman world, it was equally 

predictable that the former would be invested with over-

tones of manly virtue, whereas the latter would be project-

ed as effeminate.20 

Such a construct, under life-and-death conditions, goes 

well beyond mere dismissals of wimpiness as a personal 

affect. This was serious business. T h e gospel's summons, 

even in its call to freedom, was also a summons to a cer-

tain stern and austere ethos. Paul's military metaphors 

draw upon what was doubtless the standard view, in early 

Christian circles, of their situation. Members saw them-

selves engaged in a vital "struggle" (Eph. 6:12) against 

forces b o t h spiritual and physical (Rom. 8:38-39) . T h e y 

were called to become "more than conquerors" (8:37) over 

the hardship, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, 

peril, and sword they confronted in an alien world. Such 

condit ions inevitably shape the social codes of any group 

so positioned. Clearly, early Christians found themselves 

threading their way between the two extremes of 

overassertiveness and capitulation. 

Even short of voluntary martyrdom, then, there could 

be little room for "softness." T h a t malakoi would come to 

appear among conventional listings of undesirables in such 

circles is hardly surprising. In such a world, whe the r in a 

Palestinian Jewish setting or a gentile Christian context , 

Jesus' dig at voluptuaries w h o wear soft c lothing would 

have served to caricature w h o the oppressors were—and 

w h o his followers were not. W i t h or without intimations 

of any particular sexual conduct , the term would certainly 

have addressed a larger issue having to do with the integri-

ty of the community: W o u l d they all prove faithful under 

duress? W e r e they made of the right stuff? 



Viewed through sociological glasses, a certain rough-

hewn ethos would seem to have already been natural to 

the underclass who made up much of the Christian com 

munity in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:26-28). Prior to their con-

version, it would have served as a class marker, and now 

as Christians they could readily carry forward that same 

code to mark their even greater distance from the alien 

world of privileged social elites who were additionally 

becoming their oppressors. Within the faith, Paul could 

play to such attitudes by contrasting the "super-apostles' 

(2 Cor. 11:5; 12:11), who always escaped hardship, 

with his own sufferings for Christ 

(11:23-29). All the more, then, could 

he appeal to that code as a way of dis-

tancing the believers from the out-

siders to whom they were turning for 

redress of disagreements among them-

selves. H o w could they take individual 

recourse to such malakoi, the silken 

magistrates of a legal system that was 

the instrument of their oppression as a 

group? 

None of this, of course, negates the 

possibility that the term malakos includ-

ed male homosexual behavior. It sim-

ply locates the opprobrium where it 

belongs: as part of a larger pattern of 

self-indulgent, lustful living that was 

precisely the opposite of the values the 

threatened underclass of Christians 

espoused.21 Under the duress of world-

ly challenges and the shortness of the 

hour, even heterosexual marriage 

could be but grudgingly accommodat-

ed as an alternative to "burning" (1 

C o r . 7 : 6 - 9 ) . G i v e n t h e un ive r sa l 

assumption of the day that homosexu-

al relations were motivated simply by 

fleshly passion, neither the conduct nor the self-indul-

gent style of which it was perceived to be a part had 

any place in the beleaguered community's life. 

Arsenokoites. This noun, composed as it is of two Greek 

words arsen (male) and koite (a bed, euphemistically used 

for sexual intercourse), invites a straightforward interpre-

tation as a male who engages sexually with other males. 

But if we take seriously the appropriate cautions against 

mechanically turning to etymologies—actual or sup-

posed—to define the semantic domain of a term, we must 

dig deeper.22 Given the fact that meaning is contextually 

determined, a term's signification is best traced by observ-

ing its function in as many contexts as possible—especial-

ly those closest in time and subject matter. 

When it comes to the noun Arsenokoites or the verb 

arsenokoitein, however, we have few such resources. The term 

appears to be a coinage of the Jewish community of Paul's 

day; the first instances of any form are its two appearances 

in the New Testament letters (arsenokoitai, 1 Cor. 6:9; 

arsenokoitais, 1 Tim. 1:10). The two 

halves of the word appear as separate 

words in the Septuagint, the Greek 

translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, 

at the two Levitical prohibitions con-

sidered above.23 The composite term, 

then, may well have been a common 

usage in Hellenistic Jewish circles, 

derived from these Levitical texts. 

Essentially, we are dependent on 

the appearances of this term in the 

vice lists of the Greek Christian writ-

ings. Still, certain clear pointers reside 

there, providing important guidance. 

First, the vices in the conventional 

catalogs of undesirable behaviors can 

be seen to cluster themselves in over-

arching categories, such as sexual mis-

conduct, violence, injustice, and 

others. Second, in the two New Tes-

tament occurrences of the term, it 

appears precisely in between sexual 

and other sins—especially greed, self-

ishness, and exploitation. Third, the 

same ordering appears in a compara-

ble list in a second-century Christian 

treatise by Theophilus of Antioch, To 

Autolychus. This pattern suggests that the sequence may 

have been conventional and the term may well have 

incorporated both elements—exploitive and selfish behav-

ior of a sexual sort. This implication of the ordering 

receives some reinforcement from the term's occurrence 

in another second century source, Aristides' Apologia, 

where it is connected with the idea of being "an obsessive 

corrupter of boys."24 



Indeed, if we ask which of the two aspects is the leading 

one, the emphasis may well be on that of economic or even 

violent coercion. At an earlier point in Theophilus's work, 

there is a similar listing, in which arsenokoftes is separated from 

sins of sexual immorality, to appear among those of economic 

injustice.25 The case is bolstered by other extracanonical 

examples, drawn from the Sibyllene Oracle (2:70-77) and from 

the second-century Acts of John (2:279-82), showing that 

arsenokoftes occurs in these vice lists, "not where we would 

expect to find reference to homosexual intercourse—that is, 

along with adultery (moicbeia) and prostitution or illicit sex 

(pomeia)—but among vices related to economic injustice or 

exploitation."26 The plural form koitai (as in Rom. 13:13) evi-

dently points to repetitive conduct, excessive sexual behavior, 

whether as obsession or prostitution. It is quite possible "that 

the author attached to the compound a meaning like 'male 

prostitution."'2' 

So we almost certainly have to do with homoerot ic 

activity of an exploitative sort. This is about as far as the 

rather cryptic references in vice lists can get us. 

The Significance of Romans 1 
Romans 1 :24-27 contains the Bible's only substantive 

consideration of homosexual conduct . T h e two sentences 

in verses 26b and 27 are the interpretive crux of debates 

concerning scriptural teachings on same-sex relations. Yet 

even here this matter is subsidiary to Paul's larger and 

more central purpose in writ ing to the Christian commu-

nity in Rome: winning acceptance bo th for himself per-

sonally and for his understanding of the gospel. And he is 

trying to do this among people w h o m he has not met and 

w h o number bo th Jewish and gentile believers—among 

w h o m there were bound to be tensions. So he has 

though t out his approach with care. 

Building on his convic t ion tha t in Chr is t the re is nei-

ther Jew nor gentile, he wants to uni te b o t h groups of 

believers at t he foot of the cross. H e is h e a d e d for t he 

po in t (in C h a p t e r 3) whe re he can speak of t he central 

revelat ion f rom G o d : all are equally sinful, and all, 

whe the r or not they have the Judaic law in their back-

ground, are equally justified on the basis of faith (3 :21-

26). So in Romans 1:16-17, Paul boldly sets out the good 

news of God's righteousness: "The one w h o is r ighteous 

will live by faith." 

T o bring out the implications for Jews and non-Jews 

alike, Paul then makes the standard move of Christian evan-

gelism. H e steps back to a prior revelation that is not 

news—certainly not to his Jewish-Christian audience, whom 

he is especially addressing here: God's wrath has already 

been revealed against all w h o suppress the truth (1:18). This 

case is developed through four paragraphs in Chapter 1, 

beginning with verses 18, 24, 26, and 28, respectively.28 T h e 

first paragraph (1:18-23) makes clear that this entire section 

(1:18-32) is an indictment of non-Jewish inhabitants of the 

Greco-Roman world. Their idolatry is the source of the 

problems in the following verses, for they have turned away 

from the divine revelation that they have received via the 

observable world, exchanging the Creator's glory for images 

of the creatures—human and subhuman: 

,8For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 

ungodliness and wickedness of those who by their wickedness sup-

press the truth. t9For what can be known about God is plain to 

them, because God has shown it to them. 20Ever since the creation 

of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though 

they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has 

made. So they are without excuse; 2 for though they knew God, 

they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they 

became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were 

darkened. 22Claiming to be wise, they became fools,- 23and they 

exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a 

mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles. 

T h e next three paragraphs unfold God's cont inuing 

withdrawal in consequence of this idolatry. This progres-

sive divine resignation can be traced through two levels of 

depravity, one having to do with impurity (akatharsia, 

uncleanness), and the other with moral evil (adikia, poneria, 

wickedness, evil). T h e distinction is marked: on the sec-

ond level, in the two paragraphs dealing with the dishon-

oring of their bodies in impurity (1:24), Paul disparages 

their conduct along lines of Hellenistic Jewish propagan-

da against gentiles, which in turn draws upon attitudes of 

certain Greco-Roman thinkers themselves.29 T h e fourth 

paragraph (1:28-32) returns to the "ungodliness and 

wickedness" (asebeia, adikia, v. 18) of the first level and the 

first paragraph: 

Level 1 

moral evil 

Level 2 

ceremonial impurity 

Paragraph 1 

18-23 

Paragraph 2 

24-25 

Paragraph 4 

28-32 

Paragraph 3 

26-27 



There is a certain crescendo in all this, discernable even 

within Level 1. In true rhetorical style, Paul rounds off his 

second paragraph with a ritual invocation of God's name: 

24Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impu-

rity, to the degrading of their bodies among themselves, 25because 

they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and 

served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! 

Amen. 

It goes without saying that the "Amen" signals a chorus 

of assent from his Jewish hearers. 

That interruption, however, requires him to repeat his 

refrain with the beginning of his third paragraph: 

26For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their 

women exchanged natural intercourse for unnatural, 27 and in the 

same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with 

women, were consumed with passion with one another. Men com-

mitted shameless acts with men and received in their own persons 

the due penalty for their error. 

Then Paul's technique of the ascending effect becomes 

more marked as he shifts levels. Again the refrain, "God 

gave them up," at the beginning of his fourth paragraph: 

28And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave 

them up to a debased mind and to things that should not be done. 
29They were filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, covetous-

ness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, craftiness, they 

are gossips, 30slanderers, God-haters, insolent, haughty, boastful, 

inventors of evil, rebellious toward parents, 3ifoolish, faithless, 

heartless, ruthless. 32They know God's decree, that those who 

practice such things deserve to die—yet they not only do them but 

even applaud others who practice them. 

This extensive vice list deepens the wrongness from 

what is shameful (literally, "shameless," "disgraceful") and 

unnatural to outright evil. Such moral language is antici-

pated in the first paragraph but is absent in the middle 

two paragraphs, which deal with same-sex relations. At 

the same time, the matter of same-sex relations is lacking 

in the catalog of evils in the final paragraph.30 Even as his 

cadence quickens, Paul's declamation deepens his charge. 

In all of this, we see the dynamic of a new religious 

movement in conversation with its religious and philo-

sophical precedents. This process is just getting under 

way in the first Christian century. 

Vis-a-vis Greco-Roman thought, three main issues 

emerge: attitudes toward pleasure, attitudes toward pro-

creation, and understandings of natural order. The first 

two considerations interact to some extent. Already with 

Plato, any sexual act pursued for the sake of pleasure over 

the citizen's duty to produce offspring for the state is a 

personal defeat in one's struggle against self-indulgence.31 

The Stoics would largely have concurred, primarily on 

grounds of natural law.32 

Paul's admonition to make no provision for gratifying 

fleshly desires (Gal. 5:16) would at first seem to be of a 

piece with the stern voice of self-governance (autarcheia) 

as a Greco-Roman ideal. Yet even though his attitude 

toward marriage is concessive, his reminder to couples to 

attend to each other's sexual desires (1 Cor. 7:1-7) grants 

the legitimacy of pleasure in the Christian life.33 And with 

time in this world running out (7:29), Paul would hardly 

have subordinated sexual fulfillment to an imperative for 

procreation. In these two regards, then, he stands over 

against an important current of his time. In Romans 1, 

however, his opposition lies elsewhere. 

Wi th the expression "unnatural" (para phusin, "contrary 

to nature") Paul moves into conversation with both the 

gentile and Judaic perspectives. O n the Greek side, Plato 

had already used the expression to characterize male 

homogenital sex.34 Additional instances from around the 

ancient Mediterranean world, using the same expression 

as a regular reference, can readily be cited.33 

In what senses is homogenital sex thought of as con-

trary to nature in the gentile world? Its nonprocreative 

character is part of the picture, together with the popular 

notion that animals, as exemplifying the "natural" order, 

engage only in opposite-sex mating.36 Greco-Roman writ-

ers do not seem to be personalizing the matter, as if same-

sex intercourse were a contravention of the particular 

individual's heterosexual nature.37 It is possible, but less 

likely, that para phusin is to be translated in these refer-

ences as "beyond natural passion," given popular notions 

of the day that associated pederasty with excessive lustful-

ness.38 Essentially, it means that which is nonstandard, 

outside the norm. While the expression in gentile usage 

could refer to a number of sexual practices, it certainly 

included same-sex intercourse, as here in Romans l.39 

The issue, of course, is to what extent this common-



place way of referring to homogeni ta l sex involved a 

moral judgment in Hellenistic Roman society. It is true 

that "the concept of 'natural law' was not fully developed 

until more than a millennium after Paul's death, and it is 

anachronistic to read it into his words."40 Even so, four 

popular notions seem to have entered into conventional 

ideas about homogenital sex in relation to what was 

unders tood to be natural.41 First, while heterosexuality and 

homosexuali ty as constructions of the self, together with 

any underlying considerations of biology, psychology, or 

sociology, were far from the conceptual horizon of that 

day, the standard assumption was that 

same-sex intercourse was a deliberate 

overriding of a universal "natural" desire 

for the opposite sex. It was, in short, 

regarded as a choice. Second, that 

choice was assumed to be motivated by 

inordinate and overly indulged sexual 

appetites. Third, the practices of the 

t ime, w h e t h e r involving pederasty, 

male prostitution, or male/male inter-

course between master and slave, were 

uniformly understood to involve estab-

lished relations of dominance and sub-

mission—thus demeaning a male into 

assuming w h a t was "naturally" the 

female role. T h e ostensible natural 

order was thereby be ing confused. 

Fourth, it was feared that homoerot ic 

practice could lead to infertility—with 

potential for the extinction of the 

human race. This was predicated on an 

assumption that, just as heterosexual 

attraction was the natural and universal 

norm, so same-sex attraction was a 

temptation for everyone. 

T w o key observations immediately 

follow. First, what passed for "natural" 

in the Greco-Roman world was in fact "what was culturally 

prevalent and socially accepted."42 Second, homogenital 

sex, at least between males, was starting to be disparaged as 

indecent conduct. Although there were several reservations 

about the practice, they converged in the appeal to what 

nature, however construed, seemed to imply. It was not 

condemned on moral grounds; but by Paul's time, even the 

gentile world was beginning to voice disapproval.43 

Paul builds on this. In so doing, he has ample precedent 

from Jewish sources, which in turn found ready ammuni-

tion in the reservations emerging in the larger Roman 

world. So the Jewish ph i losopher Philo writes f rom 

Alexandria at about the same time, disparaging same-sex 

practices as a gentile vice. For him, the epi tome of the 

problem was its shameless alteration of nature. "In fact, the 

transformation of the male nature to the female is prac-

ticed by them as an art and does not raise a blush."44 

Just as Paul shares the c o m m o n assumption a m o n g 

Greeks and Jews about same-sex relations as flying in 

nature's face, so he also shares the 

c o m m o n concep t ion as to w h a t 

nature is. First, he consistently uses 

the term phusis to refer not to an over-

arching principle, but to specific 

instances of the "nature of" some par-

ticular person or thing.45 Second, of 

the eleven occurrences of "nature" 

(phusis) or "natural" (phusikos) in the 

Pauline writings, this passage in 

Romans 1 is the only one into which 

one could read a moral principle.46 

Third , Paul is as indebted to his con-

temporary cultural norms for his allu-

sions to "nature" as are his gentile 

counterparts.47 It is this cultural ele-

ment that accounts for the shading of 

"unnatural" (para phusin) over into 

"shameless" (aschemosune) in Romans 

1:27, a common judgment on ped-

erasty in Paul's time. These considera-

tions, taken together, locate Paul's 

reference to nature within the con-

ventional grounds on which Hellenis-

tic Roman criticisms were being 

expressed. 

T h e Jewish perspective, however, 

does impose a further judgment on homoerot ic acts, 

beyond the gentile reservations. Standard Jewish associa-

tions of homoerot ic sex with pagan idolatry do add an 

overlay of moral judgment , which comes through in the 

first paragraph (that is, Level 1) of this passage. T h e most 

obvious connect ion is with temple prostitution, though 

Paul, like his fellow Jews, views the whole matter more 

broadly. Here in Romans 1, homogeni ta l sexual practices 



symbolize the whole problem of the estrangement from 

G od that follows from false religion. 

This, of course, is a rhetorical choice on Paul's part. 

From a Christian standpoint all false divinities are noth-

ing.48 But here in Romans 1, Paul chooses another stance, 

involving a twofold shift of perspective. First, the practi-

tioners are envisioned here apart from any reference to 

Christianity; it is their pagan devotion to the creature 

rather than to the Creator that, ironically, leads them to act 

against the nature they claim to venerate. Second, Paul is 

speaking here in the voice of pre-Christian Jews in echoing 

their denunciations of what they espe-

cially regarded as a gentile vice. 

While Paul is indeed driving toward 

a united community of gentile and Jew-

ish Christians at the foot of the Cross, 

the only way to get there, he under-

stands, is to bring home to each group 

their absolute dependence on God's 

forgiveness. There is to be no distinc-

tion: all have sinned and fallen short of 

God's glory; all are now justified only 

by God's grace (Rom. 3:22-24). Any 

vestige of their pre-Christian superiori-

ties toward each other will prevent their 

acceptance of what Christ has done for 

all. Hence the double shift: In order to 

get at the problem of any such vestiges, 

Paul has clearly backed up to the pre-

Christian conditions and attitudes of 

both groups. 

Paul's primary target in this is his fel-

low Jews. The point, ultimately, is less 

what gentiles have done than what the 

Jews' attitude toward them has been.49 

His strategy, accordingly, is to bring to 

the surface those old judgments so as to 

deal with them from a Christian standpoint. By aligning 

himself with the pre-Christian Jewish perspective in 

Romans 1, Paul positions himself to hold up a mirror before 

their eyes in Chapter 2. 

To be sure, when he gets there he will undercut Jewish 

judgmentalism, not by defending the gentiles' behavior but 

by extending the guilt to their Jewish critics. "Therefore 

you have no excuse, whoever you are, when you judge 

others, for in passing judgment on another you condemn 

You have 
no excuse, 
whoever you 
are, when you 
judge others, 
for in passing 
judgement 
on another 
you condemn 
yourself. 

Rom. 2:1 

yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same 

things" (Rom. 2:1). Even so, his point of departure in 

Romans 1 is a judgment that has its native roots in ancient 

Hebraic convictions—and so owes nothing to the reserva-

tions that were beginning to arise in the surrounding gen-

tile world.50 Paul must engage his compatriots on their 

own terms. In so doing, he falls back upon the locutions of 

his years of proclaiming the gospel in Jewish synagogues.51 

This helps us understand why Paul as a Christian relies 

on pre-Christian Jewish sources for his language. There is 

hardly a word in Romans 1:24-27, that does not echo 

Hellenistic Jewish propaganda against 

gentiles.52 Paul's indebtedness brings 

with it the language of impurity 

(akatbarsia), dishonor (atimazestbai, 

atimias), and shame (ascbemosunen).53 

None of this implies that Paul does 

not disparage the conduct in these 

verses; he clearly does. But in aligning 

himself with traditional Jewish judg-

ments he reverts into that earlier world 

of condemnation. Here the ancient cul-

tic taboos still operate. Here the 

wrongness once again expresses the 

tribal markers. Level 2 (paragraphs 2 

and 3) of this passage reprieves precise-

ly those elements of Judaic separatism 

that Paul wants to evoke. 

If his Jewish compatriots regard 

homogenital relations as the epitome of 

pagan difference from themselves, Paul 

moves to shift the ground of the discus-

sion. He can indeed speak of godless-

ness (asebeia), wickedness (adikia), 

outright evil, and malice (poneria, kakia). 

This deeply moralizing language of 

Level 1 (paragraphs 1 and 4) makes clear 

that, for Paul, the first and deepest result of idolatry is outright 

sinfulness, as catalogued in the longest and most explicit vice 

list in his writings.54 O n this Level 1, devoid of all reference to 

sexual misconduct, Paul will eventually turn the table on his 

compatriots, accusing them, too, of openly flouting the divine 

will. Then, having already been filled up with such evil, the 

gentiles further experience the impurity to which God resigns 

them.55 This is the second, and secondary, negative outcome 

of idolatry, which Paul carefully restricts to Level 2 of the 



passage, and for which he uses quite different language. 

Here in Romans 1 the real conversation between 

Christianity and Judaism has not yet begun. It will begin 

with the Jews' culpability in Chap te r 2 and will emerge 

more fully with the divine remedy in 3:2if. But in our 

present passage, Paul has so posit ioned himself that no 

daylight yet opens up between the Judaism of his day and 

his rhetorical stance. It is mistaken, then, to look here for 

the definitive word on same-sex relations or anything else 

from a developed Christian standpoint . 

What the Texts Mean for Us Today 
O u r overarching question, "What biblical implications can 

we find for the ethics and boundaries of sexual expression 

in the context of loving same-sex relationships?" turns in 

part on the subsidiary question, "How does scriptural 

fidelity relate to a religious heritage that vests its sexual 

norms in precisely those distinctions that are overcome in 

Christ?" So let us consider them in reverse order, with par-

ticular reference to Romans 1. 

Sexual Norms and the Distinctions 
Overcome in Christ 
Today's discussion of Romans 1 centers primarily on the 

issue of the moral status of the same-sex conduct that Paul 

adduces there. There is no question of his strongly nega-

tive perception; the question is, What are the grounds for that 

negativity? Several issues feed into the various attempts to 

answer this question. One's answer can largely be predict-

ed from which of these issues rises to the top in the eyes 

of a given interpreter. 

Sin or uncleanness? For some w h o take their cue from 

Paul's expression "unnatural" (para phusin], the determina-

tive considerations remain those of natural law.56 For such, 

this principle moves to the fore as a divinely ordained 

creation order, despite the culturally condi t ioned charac-

ter of the gender assumptions reflected in the N e w Testa-

ment and the Greco-Roman world. This approach 

regularly accompanies a reading of the Levitical taboos as 

absolute, definitive scriptural injunctions for all times and 

circumstances. By privileging this issue of natural law, 

these interpreters seek to present the Holiness C o d e as 

still morally b inding in Christ. Paul's language in Romans 

1:26f, though admittedly couched in terms of impurity, is 

then regarded as a reaffirmation of unexceptionable regu-

lations reflecting a universal order. 

But the difficulties remain: T h e ancient Holiness C o d e 

did indeed proceed from a perceived creation order, but it 

is at most an open question whether such an order as a 

theological principle can be traced through Romans 1. If 

so, it has to be taken as a singular use of an argument from 

nature as a cosmic principle of morality on Paul's part. If 

so, one must explain the marked difference between Levels 

1 and 2 in this passage, where Paul so consistently refer-

ences homogenital sex in cultic rather than moral terms. 

Above all, we are left with the reduction of morality to 

casuistry. T h e focus on homosexual acts can become a 

device for working around contemporary insights into 

sexual orientation: O n e can treat same-sex orientation as 

a morally neutral phenomenon , while proscribing its 

expression as a moral evil.37 But so behavioral an 

approach, while mirroring that of the Levitical codes, falls 

short of an adequately Christian perspective.58 "If homo-

sexual practice is to be discussed in a Christian context as 

culpable in all cases, it should be articulated as sin and not 

as uncleanness—because the N e w Testament has delegit-

imized the latter category."59 In regarding uncleanness as 

sin, we risk collapsing together categories that, even prior 

to Christ, are distinguished in Scripture. 

Alternatively, interpreters w h o recognize the strongly 

cultic nature of the Level 2 language in the Romans 1 pas-

sage do not attempt to stretch it beyond the symbolic world 

of ritual purity. From this standpoint, it is enough to state, 

While Paul wrote of such acts as being unclean, dishonorable, 

improper, and "over against nature," he did not apply the 

language of sin to them at all. Instead, he treated homosexual 

behavior as an integral if unpleasingly dirty aspect of Gentile 

culture. It was not in itself sinful, but had been visited upon 

the Gentiles as recompense for sins, chiefly the sin of idolatry 

but also those of social disruption.60 

Such a reading has the advantage of allowing the texts 

to function in the mode in which they actually speak. By 

respecting the distinction Paul himself observed, it avoids 

the fallacy of arguing that somehow in Christ the two 

levels are collapsed into one. 

Seventh-day Adventists have been particularly sensitive 

to the distinction between the ceremonial and the moral 

law, taking the seventh-day Sabbath's inclusion in the 

Decalogue precisely as the criterion of its endurance into 

the Christian era.61 T h e ceremonial law, by contrast, fades 



out in the face of the new reality that Christ brings.62 The 

question now becomes one of our readiness to indeed 

accept that new reality in Christ. 

Christian or pre-Christian? All of these interpretations take 

some passing notice of Paul's rhetorical strategy in the 

opening chapters of Romans. His intent, it is universally 

understood, is comparable to that of a parable in which 

the hearer is drawn in to a particular perspective, then 

is caught by surprise as that perspective is applied to the 

hearer in unanticipated ways. So the Jews here, having 

had their judgments against gentiles brought to the sur-

face, are to be shown their own need of divine grace. But 

as correct as this observation is, Paul's strategy of speaking 

requires it to be met on our part with a more considered 

strategy of reading. Most interpretations proceed from an 

apparently unexamined assumption that Paul's voice in 

Romans 1:18-32, is that of a Christian theologian making 

definitive pronouncements about homoeroticism. This 

f lat tening of the text simply fails to catch the voice in 

which Paul speaks. 

For here in Romans 1:18-32, it is not fully Paul's own 

Christian voice. Indeed, even in Romans 2, where he turns 

the table on his compatriots, he is still addressing them 

simply as Jews, not yet as converts to Christ. This is not to 

make of his presentation a pretense; he is utterly serious 

about what he is saying. But he is saying it in a way that 

reaches back behind the Jewish Christians' experience of 

Christ. In so doing, both his terms and his tone deepen 

the Jews' revulsion toward gentiles by starting with the 

way they have traditionally regarded them. Shortly this 

will play out into some explicit lessons as to how they 

shall regard themselves, and then into their regard for 

their gentile fellow believers from the Kingdom's fresh 

perspective. But all of that comes later. Here in his open-

ing chapter, it is enough for Paul to locate himself, the 

Jews, and even his Jewish Christian hearers in their con-

ventional Judaic ways of thinking about these things. 

It becomes important, then, to cut the question of our 

passage in Romans 1 in two ways: The traditional stan-

dard inquiry as to "sin or uncleanness?" needs to be com-

plemented with the further question, "Christian or 

pre-Christian?" Helpful as it is for setting up his topic of 

the universal need for deliverance, Paul's approach is not 

aimed at sketching the Christian life. The only way ques-

tions of same-sex relations could be pressed into such an 

agenda, beyond simply flagging the very boundaries Paul 

means to break down, is to show when and how 

homogenital intercourse in and of itself came to be deep-

ened into sin. And here Paul does not oblige us. His two 

sentences in Romans 1, for all their vehemence, have 

served his rhetorical purposes; he doesn't pursue the mat-

ter for its own sake. 

Our reading, then, will respect Paul's purposes and 

allow him to speak to them in his own way. W e do Paul 

no justice when we seize upon a subsidiary point and 

make it function beyond his intent. Wha t we owe him is 

serious attention to what he is about: the tragic conse-

quences of human sinfulness, especially s temming from 

various forms of idolatry, and the rifts that can result in 

the Body of Christ when arrogance on either side, inde-

cent conduct, moral evil, and religio-cultural elitism take 

hold. These are the problems that occupy the body of his 

letter; the cultic issues resurface only afterward, in Chap-

ter 14. The contours of our reading, then, are to match 

those of Paul's writing. 

Paul's world and ours. W e have noted something of the 

interactions between Paul's own conceptual horizon and 

those of his various audiences in his letter. This is impor-

tant for how we are to read him. But if we are to read him 

without wresting his thought, we must further consider the 

relationship between Paul's frame of reference and our own. 

Part of the disconnection between Paul's interests and 

ours derives from the difference between our thought cat-

egories and his. The difference first arises with the Eng-

lish term homosexual itself. Given that bo th the label and 

the concept behind it are of comparatively modern ori-

gin, we can too glibly assimilate his frame of reference 

into our own.63 But "what we mean by the term 'homosex-

uality' in the late twentieth century is for the most part 

rather different from what the biblical texts are dis-

cussing." This is not a trivial problem. Indeed, in order to 

preclude reading our modern understandings of homosex-

uality anachronistically back into the biblical texts, "we 

should stop talking about what the Bible has to say 

regarding 'homosexuality.'"64 

And yet Scripture matters. It matters to the extent that 

we can establish legitimate overlaps in fields of meaning 

between scriptural conceptions and ours. In holding 

together certain people and certain biblical passages—all 

individuals who engage in homogenital sexual activity of 

any kind and context together with all texts that mention 

such activity of any kind and context—we can legitimate-



ly get a partial overlap. The scriptural condemnations of 

various exploitative and lustful sexual behaviors (same-sex 

or opposite-sex) in Pauls time are rightly applied to such 

behaviors (same-sex or opposite-sex) today. But let us 

note that the two horizons—textual and c o n t e m p o r a r y -

are now converging around the relational and character 

issues rather than around the question of sexual orienta-

tion as such. 

Clearly in Romans 1, we have to do with at least a partial 

incongruence between conceptual horizons, between the box 

within which Paul was writing, and our box into which we 

want to fit him. In our quest for answers 

concerning "homosexuality" as a condi-

tion (even if we regard it as a mutable 

condition), we are asking Paul to address 

a category of being that was essentially 

uncomprehended in his world. If the 

Greeks assumed everyone was, at least 

potentially, bisexual, the Jews assumed 

everyone was naturally heterosexual.65 

The standard models of the day for same-

sex eroticism were all exploitative to one 

degree or another, and understood to be 

more or less transitory—whether involv-

ing pederasty, temple prostitution, or 

master/slave relations. Thus, for Paul and 

all other ancient writers, Christian or not, 

the horizon of possibilities hardly provid-

ed for a developed notion of inherent 

homosexuality, or, concomitantly, of lov-

ing, enduring bonds between same-sex 

partners in committed, consensual, and 

exclusive relationships.66 

Here we must recognize that our 

essentializing of homosexuality can 

lead us into inappropriately limiting 

our selection of texts when we look 

for scriptural guidance today. W e illegitimately try to 

force an overlap when we attempt to stretch the ancient 

models to cover the entire contemporary spectrum. For 

this leads us into category errors. If we want to hear the 

Scriptures fully, we must allow them to point us toward 

additional legitimate lines of thought that can broaden 

our selection of texts—thus enabling the Bible to build its 

own bridges between its world and ours. O n doing so, we 

find that there are indeed pertinent axes of connection 

that provide some real guidance without forcing the text. 

Wha t are the criteria of this legitimacy? For present 

purposes, two. First, a Christian interpretation must be 

carried out within a Christian framework. This does not 

exclude pre-Christian scriptural passages from Christian 

reflection, but the early Christian communities, through 

many challenges, pointed the way: They understood that 

their interpretations of the Scriptures, like interpretations 

of the meaning of Jesus himself, must be carried out from 

within the new perspectives that Jesus brought to the 

human situation. The implications and outcomes of this 

process were not always self-evident 

to those pioneers of faith; this was no 

simple matter. When we trace the 

dynamics of their struggles we see 

how surprised they were at God's 

gradually emerging intentions for 

them. And we are astonished at their 

gutsiness, ultimately, as they tried to 

follow where the Spirit was leading. 

Even so, their advances were par-

tial—which brings our second criteri-

on: It is not required that everything 

must be fully realized in Scripture. It 

is required that the Scriptures gen-

uinely point the way to any values 

and truths we espouse. This is because 

Scripture remains authoritative for us. 

In modeling for us the faithful disci -

pleship of the first followers of Christ, 

the Bible sets our feet on the path of 

our own onward pilgrimage. A legiti-

mate trajectory between scriptural 

understandings and our own is neces-

sary; but it is just that: a trajectory. 

Our task is to extend that potential 

into our own lives, and to do this 

along lines consistent with the Christian perspectives that 

Scripture itself provides for us. 

These principles of reading bring us to the pay-off, in 

principles for our living. H o w shall we then live? 

Sexual Expression in Loving Same-Sex 
Relationships 
W e return to the first question with which we opened this 

chapter: "What biblical implications can we find for the 



ethics and boundaries of sexual expression in the context 

of loving same-sex relationships?" H o w might this look, as 

we seek scriptural fidelity today? Three broad brushstrokes 

follow, as illustrations of characteristic features. 

The first brushstroke has to do with the ethics of our 

interpretations.6 ' Discussions of issues of homosexuality (as 

of much else) too often take place on only one of two 

planes, without allowing either to intersect the other. For 

some, the strong inner sense of self-evident right and 

wrong leads them to turn away from Scripture as simply 

not helpful. Others, unwilling to abandon the Bible as 

authoritative for faith and practice, 

refuse to set its witness aside. The latter 

may, however, take exegesis to be a 

process of drawing out a single particu-

lar message as the text's only potential 

meaning. This way of thinking can fail 

to see that all readings, including those 

of scholars who mean to be as objective 

as possible, reflect the perspectives one 

brings to the text. Meaning, it turns 

out, arises in the encounter between 

text and reader.68 

In this light, our very act of read-

ing assumes an ethical dimension. 

W e must own responsibility for the 

impact that our interpretations exert 

in the lives of others. Far from pre-

senting our findings with a take-it-or-

leave-it shrug that absolves us of 

accountabili ty toward those impact-

ed by our ostensibly objective analyses, we must recog-

nize the potential for additional insights when the Bible 

is read by other believers. Seen through other eyes, the 

Bible provides other connect ions through other texts 

that too often escape our own limited vision.69 

The ethics of reading and interpretation require that 

those who have most at stake in the outcomes actively 

participate as equals in the interpretive conversation. W e 

must complement our reading with our listening, so that 

the planes of our responsibility to the text and of our 

accountability toward others can be brought into interac-

tion. Only so can we continue something of the dynamic 

give-and-take that characterized the process of evolving 

revelation among the earliest communities of Christian 

believers. By definition, this process will not be unidirec-

I know and 
am persuaded 
in the 
Lord Jesus 
that nothing 
is unclean 
in itself. 

Rom. 14:14 

tional, and will not always move in a "liberalizing" direc-

tion. Nonetheless, it comprises a vital aspect of our 

accountability to one another, in the Christian unity 

toward which Paul summons us. 

In certain denominations today, the debates have 

turned deeply rancorous. This may be, in part, because 

they have not truly been conversations—exchanges in 

which all voices have equal expression and are equally 

heard. O n e of the most telling undertones of Paul's 

approach to Jew/gentile relations in the opening two chap-

ters of Romans is the recognition of some arrogance on 

the part of both groups, against which 

he has to warn both in the body of his 

letter. The problem is not that there 

were some tensions. A creative theo-

logical dynamism will always entail 

tensions. The point is to harness the 

energy of those tensions, under the 

reign of Christ, as part of a process of 

mutual speaking and hearing, in which 

we truly hear one another, render 

account to one another, and trust one 

another. This has happened in the 

most formative periods of Christian 

history, and under the guidance of the 

Spirit can certainly happen again/0 

This dynamism in the theological 

life and thought of the first Christians 

comprised only the beginnings of the 

conversation to which the church is 

called for all time. Even as theological 

benchmarks continue to be established along the way, 

these are not grounds for stasis. 

Interpretation through conversation. Sexual exp re s s ion in t h e 

context of loving same-sex relationships in Christ will 

answer to and build upon interpretive parameters estab-

lished through shared perspectives, voiced in conversa-

tions, rather than through any dominant structure of 

authority—ecclesiastical, academic, or other. 

The second brushstroke is a double one, addressing the 

wellsprings of our moral life. With regard to sexual morali-

ty, the first and most important truth is the one most visible 

in Paul's guidance to the Corinthians. Their lives are now 

to be different, simply because they are now in Christ. The 

famous profligacy of their city, in which some of them had 

previously shared (1 Cor. 6:11), has no more place in their 



lives.71 Christ has lifted them above the pagan temples, to a 

new respect for others and for their own bodies as temples 

of the Spirit (6:19). This is precisely the result of their new-

found freedom in Christ; they are delivered from the old 

enslavements. T h e fundamental principle of agapaic love, 

as Paul sets it forth (1 Cor. 13), means that there is no 

place for any kind of sexual immorality (porneia), exploita-

tion, or idolatry in the Christian life. 

Moral quality. Sexual expression in the context of loving 

same-sex relationships in Christ does not stand beyond the 

pale of divine sovereignty. Rather, as with all of holistic 

Christian life, it comes under the governing framework of 

Christian morality—with all that this implies for commit-

ment, faithfulness, bodily discipleship, and spiritual growth. 

T h e second aspect of this brushstroke has to do with 

our deliverance not only from the grip of sin and idolatry 

but also from ritual strictures. Paul explicitly parallels both 

kinds of bondage in Galatians 4:1-11, warning against 

replacing one with the other. In Christ, faithfulness in our 

sexuality, as in all things, reaches beyond codes of cere-

monial purity to deeper levels of responsibility. W h e n 

Paul in Romans 14 returns to these cultic issues from 

within his own explicitly Christian stance, he shows the 

way. There we see that he is less interested in the details 

of dietary practices or calendrical observances than in the 

solidarity and mutuality of the congregation. In other 

words, his concern on the cultic level, as on the moral 

level, is the same: that all of Christ's followers live in ways 

that express the unity of the Body. T h e only difference is 

that he gets at this via moral principles of salvation theol-

ogy when dealing with our moral sinfulness, whereas on 

the level of cultic observances he is quite indifferent as to 

how his hearers negotiate their harmony. 

For most of us under the banner of the new order in 

Christ, the ancient ritual taboos have largely been emp-

tied; yet we still feel something of the shock Paul's readers 

must have felt on hearing his pronouncement , "I know 

and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is 

unclean in itself" (Rom. 14:14). H e is talking about mat-

ters that in the eyes of some of his fellow believers were 

as sensitive as homosexual practice. Yet in Christ Paul can 

go on to relativize the whole scheme of ceremonial purity 

acknowledging that ritual contamination exists in the eye 

of the beholder. "But it is unclean for anyone w h o thinks 

it unclean." 

Like some of the Corinthian believers (1 Cor. 8:7), not 

all in Rome know that. So Paul seeks to carry his hearers 

along with him as he moves them toward fuller knowl-

edge—from a pre-Christian to a Christian stance. H e 

obviously understands the lingering distaste on the part of 

some of his fellow Jewish believers; he may well share it. 

As far as same-sex relations are concerned, there can be 

little doubt that he thought of such as unworthy behavior, 

even this side of the Cross. But given popular understand-

ings of the day, this may have differed only in degree 

from his reservations toward heterosexual marriage, which 

he saw primarily as an outlet for sexual passions. 

So if Paul retains something of the Judaic aversion 

toward same-sex relations, he also retains the Judaic 

assignment of the matter to the level of ceremonial obser-

vance. Tha t assignment points the direction. His open-

eyed understanding of Calvary's implications, and his 

principled devotion to those implications as the core of 

his gospel, lead Paul to treat the ceremonial matters as 

nothing more than occasions for mutual forbearance, in 

Christ. T h e questions of dietary and other observances 

emerge in Romans 14 as clear parallels to the sexual issues 

in Romans 1. W e may wish that Paul had returned to an 

explicit showing of how this works out in the Christian's 

sex life, but he is content to allow the matter to stand. In 

his analogies of food and festival, he has provided suffi-

cient guideposts for the day when the church would be 

ready to follow through. '2 

Tha t day will be marked by an erasure not only of dif-

ference between Jew and Greek, but also of difference 

between "weak" and "strong." Whatever Paul's personal 

predilections may be, when it comes to matters of ritual 

observance he consistently positions himself with the 

"strong," while urging those like himself to respect the 

sensibilities of the "weak." Until the happy day of collec-

tive spiritual maturity, as far as the ritual observances in 

Romans 14 are concerned, each believer is to make up 

his/her own mind (14:5), and by implication, to give 

every other believer room to do the same.73 This conclu-

sion is obviously a major leap for many, and Paul has 

pressed it quite far enough for his time. It remains for us 

in our time to consider anew whether the Spirit is leading 

us further in continuation of this process. 

Beyond ritual observance. Sexual expression in the context 

of loving same-sex relationships in Christ will be validat-

ed on the grounds of a deeper morality that goes beyond 

ritual observance, in the context of a faith community 



that sees itself as growing in Christian understanding 

toward a unity that transcends "weak" and "strong." 

The third brushstroke has to do with our selection of 

scriptural themes and passages that emerge as relevant. Our 

discipleship in Christ means being faithful to the Christian 

principles that Scripture provides to govern our sexual rela-

tions. At the same time, this very faithfulness broadens the 

definition and thus multiplies the lines of our accountability 

in Christ to scriptural mandates. Now that the issues define 

themselves as issues of relational responsibility and integri-

ty, genuine morality, and agapaic love, new potentials 

emerge for bridges between the ancient 

text and our lives today. 

Limiting our quest for guidance to 

those texts that deal explicitly with 

same-sex relations, especially given 

their focus on particular acts as viewed 

f rom pe r spec t ives of c e r emon ia l 

uncleanness, proves inadequate pre-

cisely because such a limitation derives 

from a category error on our part. 

From a Christian standpoint, it is fair 

to ask whether our questions today 

about homosexuality are more natural-

ly addressed in just those passages that 

point to the new levels of responsibili-

ty Christ brings into all our relation-

ships, especially our domestic ones. 

Once the revolutionary message of 

mutuali ty between life partners is 

received, if this message is predicated 

on the core value of Christ's modeling 

and salvation, its leverage must extend 

across all relations. If under Christ's 

lordship, husband and wife are led 

beyond conventional cultural norms to 

new levels of mutuality and considera-

tion toward one another (1 Cor. 7), ought not the same 

principles govern the relationships of all couples in Christ? 

New perspectives; other Scriptures. Sexual expres s ion in t h e 

context of loving, same-sex relationships in Christ mani-

fests the qualities of mutuality, equality, respect, and con-

sideration that derive from scriptural passages that address 

heterosexual couples in Christ. 

While not exhaustive, these three brushstrokes suggest 

some characteristic features of scriptural fidelity in regard 

There is no 
longer Jew 
nor Greek... 
slave or 
free.. .male 
and female 
.. .for all of 
you are one 
in Christ 
Jesus. 

to these issues today. Taken together, they illustrate the 

same spirit of accountability to fellow believers, agapiac 

love, profound and genuine morality, and deliverance 

from ceremonial law that guides all of Christian life. 

Conclusion 
'There is no longer Jew or Greek." The struggles among 

early Christians over ethnicity in all its implications were 

no less riveting than those we are encountering today over 

homosexuality. Indeed, given that issues of homoeroticism 

were perceived from the outset as having to do with the 

distinction between Jews and gentiles, 

the erasure of the barriers between 

them, in Christ, carries implications 

for how we should regard same-sex 

relations today. 

As we follow Paul's thought we see 

that this is not merely a matter of jux-

taposing a "modern" concept of sexual 

orientation against an ancient one, as 

if we simply "know better" now. 

Rather, it involves coming to terms 

with theological developments 

already emerging in early Christian 

reflection. Precisely because in Christ 

there is neither Jew nor Greek the 

symbols of ethnically defined sanctity 

lose their substance. 

"There is no longer slave or free." 

In part, the Christian rejection of slav-

ery's accompanying sexual abuses 

(whether across gender lines or not) 

may have contributed to the evolving 

Christian instinct that this polarity, as 

well, must erode in Christ. 

"There is no longer male and 

female." Wi th this pronouncement, 

Paul's vision continues to challenge the church. Given 

that much of the ancient and contemporary objection to 

same-sex relations is predicated on the alleged confusion 

of this distinction, the implications of Christ's reign in 

this regard still summon us beyond our conventional 

assumptions. The biblical associations of sexism with 

patriarchalism should alert us to our unfinished work here. 

There is no question that the Spirit's onward call, from 

comfortable stasis to destabilizing rethinking in line with 

Gal. 3:28 



Christ's rule, will continue to affront many. And I realize 

how readily the perspective represented in this article can 

be cheapened with a dismissive label of "situational 

ethics." But this perspective does not mean that "anything 

goes." For all of us, true discipleship can only mean that 

all aspects of our lives are gladly placed under the criteria 

that we have identified above: full acceptance of what 

Christ has done on Calvary, genuine morality, honest 

engagement with the Scriptures, accountability to one 

another, openness to new light, sincere regard for the 

conscience of others and for the unity of Christ's Body. If 

we citizens of the Kingdom are to continue our journey 

toward ever-fuller living out of that Kingdom's values in 

this world, we can only seek to grow beyond the level of 

mechanical obedience to ordinances that Paul calls 

"bondage," and into the joyous discipleship that he calls 

"freedom" (Gal. 5:1). 

H o w else shall we move beyond Hellenism's (admitted-

ly increasingly reserved) acceptance of even exploitative 

same-sex activities, and Judaism's unqualified condemna-

tion of every homoerotic expression (no matter what the 

relational context) on grounds of ethnic and ceremonial 

separateness? W e must follow Paul's pointing; we must do 

what he did not fully spell out, but which he pointed us 

toward. If Paul doesn't get us there, he nonetheless opens 

up the way for us to go there in accord with his principles. 

John's Gospel, the latest of the canonical lives of Jesus, 

still points his readers forward to the Spirit's continuing 

revelations in the life of the church. Among his final 

words to his followers, Jesus says "I still have many things 

to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. W h e n the 

Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; 

for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever 

he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to 

come" Qohn 16:12-13). If John's Gospel, in which the 

new wine is better (2:10), still speaks to us today in new 

ways, can we now bear to hear? Jesus, who is the same 

yesterday, today, and forever (Heb. 13:8), still reserves 

the right to surprise us. I 
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Rom. 1:19-31, 13:13; compare 1 Tim. 1:9, 10; 2 Tim. 3:2-5. Regarding 

virtues: Gal. 5:22, 23; 2 Cor. 6:6; Phil. 4:8; compare 1 Tim. 6:11. For 

examples of popular listings, see Robin Scroggs, The New Testament and 

Homosexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 102, n. 6, which cites Max-

imus of Tyre XVIII.84b; XIX.90a; Sybillene Oracles III.36-39; and Epictetus 

11.16.45, with the observation, "One finds such catalogs everywhere." 

13. Philo Judaeus, Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 32, comes up with a 

list of 147 vices. 

14. William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon 

of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1957), q.v. pornos. Apart from vice lists, the 

term pornos is also used in Eph. 5:5, and Heb. 12:16, 13:14, as well as 

twice in the Septuagint (Sirach 23:17). The abstract noun porneia 

appears twenty-five times in the New Testament, including three refer-

ences to the decision of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:20, 29; 21:25). 

15. In this arrangement, I am following Scroggs, New Testament and 

Homosexuality, 103. 

16. Ibid., 104-5. 

17. The phenomenon of voluntary martyrdom, which soon became 

an Issue in some congregations, was an extreme but not uncommon 

expression of the assertive tendency. The ecclesiastical disavowal of such 

spontaneous initiatives (Martyrdom of Polycarp IV. 1) attests the practice 

among some who may have been motivated by desire for approval 

among their fellows. 

18. Polycarp, To the Philippians 5.3. The Apostlic Fathers, trans. Kir-

sopp Lake (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1912, 1959), 

1:289, 291. 

19. Martyrdom of Polycarp IX. 1; Apostolic Fathers, 2:323. 

20. The feminine cognate malakia is regularly used to express illness, 

weakness, or faint-heartedness. See Arndt and Gingrich, Greek-English 

Lexicon, viz. malakia. 

21. Dale B. Martin, "Arsenokoites and Malakos: Meanings and Con-

sequences," in Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality: Listening to Scripture, 

ed. Robert L. Brawley (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 

125-26, finds that in Greco-Roman culture, "In fact, malakos more 

often referred to men who prettied themselves up to further their het-

erosexual exploits" (emphasis original). Compare 127: "The word 

malakos refers to the entire ancient complex of the devaluation of the 

feminine. Thus people could use malakos as an insult directed against 

men who love women too much." 

22. See, for example, James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 107. 

23. "You shall not lie (koimethesei) with a male (arsenos) [as with] 

the lying (koiten) of a woman" (Lev. 18:22; similarly in 20:13). 

24. For this observation, I am dependent upon McNeill, The Church 

and the Homosexual, 52-53. 

25. See Robert M. Grant, Ad Autolycum (Oxford: Clarendon, 1970), 

cited in Martin, "Arsenokoites and Malakos," 122. 

26. Martin, "Arsenokoites and Malakos," 120. 

27. McNeill, The Church and the Homosexual, 53. 

28. In NRSV; the Greek text originally had no chapter or verse divi-

sions, much less modern paragraphs. 

29. As pointed out by Scroggs, New Testament and Homosexuality, 

109-10; and Jeffrey S. Siker, "Gentile Wheat and Homosexual Chris-

tians: New Testament Directions for the Heterosexual Church," in Bibli-

cal Ethics and Homosexuality, 142-43. 

30. There are, in fact, no sexual references at this level in either 

paragraph. The term poneria ("evil") is better attested in the ancient 

manuscripts at v. 30 than is the alternative reading porneia, which 

would be a general reference to sexual immorality. 

31. Plato, Laws 772d-e, 773b, 840c. 

32. This despite the known same-sex preferences of Seneca and cer-

tain other Stoic figures. 

33. The chapter "Same-Sex Love" in Adventist Forum's forthcoming 

book, Christianity and Homosexuality, explores the theological signifi-

cance of giving and receiving pleasure in the Christian life. 

34. Plato, Phaedrus, 250e. 

35. Plutarch, Erotikos 751c, for example, has Daphnaeus refer to 

pederasty as a "union contrary to nature," in contrast to heterogenital 

sex. Athenaeus, Deipnosophists XIII, 565c (Egypt, c. 200 C.E.), quotes a 

dinner guest warning philosophers against indulging in passion that is 

contrary to nature. 

36. This opinion is expressed as a common assumption in several 

Greek and Roman sources, including Plato, Laws 836c, 840d-e; and 

Plutarch, Whether Beasts are Rational, 990d-f. 

37. John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality: 

Gay People in Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to 

the Fourteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 58. 

38. Used with the accusative case (as here) the preposition para has 

the basic spatial meaning of "alongside." Used metaphorically, it typi-

cally means "against," "contrary to," or, more mildly, "in contradistinc-

tion to." So used, it does sometimes carry the comparative idea of 

"more than." F. Blass and A. Debrunner, /A Greek Grammar of the New 

Testament and Other Christian Literature, 9th ed., trans. Robert W. Funk 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961) §236. 

39. At least with reference to males, in Rom. 1:27. As for females (v. 

26), despite the contrary view by interpreters from St. Augustine to 

Daniel Helminiak, What the Bible Really Says about Homosexuality 

(Tajique, N.M.: Alamo Square, 1994, 2000), 87-89, the homoids 

between vv. 26 and 27 sets up a parallel between the two genders, 

which surely must include engagement in same-sex activities since that 

is what is in view here. 

40. Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality, 110. 

41. Victor Paul Furnish adduces these four points in "The Bible and 

Homosexuality: Reading the Texts in Context," in Homosexuality in the 

Church: Both Sides of the Debate, ed. Jeffrey S. Siker (Louisville, Ky.: 



Westminster John Knox, 1994), 2 6 - 2 7 . Siker recapitulates them in 

"New Testament Directions for the Heterosexual Church," in Biblical 

Ethics and Homosexuality, 142-43. 

42. Helminiak, What the Bible Really Says, 85. 

43. At least with regard to adult Roman citizens, especially in passive 

roles. See Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality, 

74-75 . 

44. Philo Judaeus, Special Laws III.37, quoted in Scroggs, New 

Testament and Homosexuality, 7 4 - 7 5 . Compare Plato, Laws 1.636c, in 

Scroggs, New Testament and Homosexuality, 59-60. 

45. For example, "Formerly, when you did not know God, you were 

enslaved to beings that by nature [that is, by their nature] are not gods" 

(Gal. 4:8). 

46. The occurrences are in Rom. 1:26; 2:14, 27; 11:21, 24; 1 Cor. 

11:14; Gal. 2:15; 4:8: Eph. 2:3. 

47. For example, "Does not nature itself teach you that if a man 

wears long hair, it is degrading to him, but if a woman has long hair, it 

is her glory?" (1 Cor. 11:14, 15). 

48. So Paul can quote with agreement the slogan of some in 

Corinth that "no idol in the world really exists" (1 Cor. 8:4). 

49. In this, Paul's approach is comparable to the one he adopts in 

Rom. 14, where he is less interested in the rightness or wrongness of 

one or another position regarding diet or observance of holy days than 

in allaying the spirit of mutual judgment that is destroying the unity of 

the body of Christ. 

50. Paul's treatment, in common with the Jewish thought of his day, 

is utterly uninterested in distinguishing among any of the various forms 

of same-sex interactions that shape discussions from the Hellenistic 

standpoint. For the Greco-Roman world, there were male-male relations 

between teachers and students, between temple prostitutes and their 

clients, between masters and slaves. The character of these interactions 

certainly varied from one context to another. The Greek vocabulary itself 

tells the story: One could speak, for example, of a paiderastes ("boy-

lover"), a kinaidos or eromenos (a beloved one), or even a paidoph-

thoros (a seducer or kidnapper of boys). Thus, any particular gentile 

discussion tends to be about one or another of these defined interactions, 

rather than about an overarching topic of same-sex relations as such. 

When Paul, by contrast, baldly treats the matter in terms of the act 

itself, his thought runs along lines of classic rabbinic casuistry—ethical 

judgments of specific deeds in and of themselves. Such a model essen-

tializes all same-sex activity in ways that reflect the Jewish perspectives 

of Paul's time more than those of his larger world. 

51. This is not the last place in Romans where Paul will provisionally 

ally himself with the prejudices of his Jewish Christian hearers, in order 

to keep them with him. He employs similar strategies in dealing with 

their impatient demands. 

52. Furnish, Bible and Homosexuality, 28, notes, "it is apparent from 

both the wording and the content of Paul's remark in Romans that he 
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shared the common Hellenistic-Jewish view of 'homosexuality.' There is 

nothing distinctively Pauline, or even Christian, about that remark. Philo 

himself could have written it—and so could any number of pagan 

moralists, given just a few changes." 

53. Countryman, Dirt, Greed and Sex, 115-16, points out that the 

"error" {plane) at the end of Rom. 1:27, is best understood as the gen-

tiles' idolatry. The result, then, in accord with the rest of the passage, is 

the gentiles' impure passions and practices. 

54. In accord with the grammatical principle that the demonstrative 

pronoun "such things" (toiauta) in v. 32 should take as its antecedent 

the nearest possible referent, it is the vices of 1:28-31, that deserve 

death, not the homogenital acts back in vv. 26-27. 

55. Helminiak, What the Bible Really Says, 96; and Countryman, 

Dirt, Greed and Sex, 116, both correctly catch the implication of the 

perfect participle peplérómenous in v. 29. In parallel with v. 28, God 

surrendered the gentiles to their homoerotic practices in the wake of 

their profound sinfulness. 

56. For example, Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice, 255-56, 

where natural law is an expression not so much of culturally defined 

gender roles as of the sheer physical complementarity of the sexes. 

57. So Stanton L. Jones and Mark A. Yarhouse, Homosexuality: The 

Use of Scientific Research in the Church's Moral Debate (Downer's 

Grove, II: InterVarsity, 2000), 179. Similarly, Gagnon, Bible and Homo-

sexual Practice: also, Hays, Moral Vision of the New Testament. 

58. Part of the problem is our tendency to single out individual vers-

es and absolutize them by reading them in isolation from their religio-

cultural matrix. In the case of the Levitical materials this masks from us 

the larger issues of the overall attitude expressed throughout the indi-

vidual prohibitions. As Gary David Comstock, Gay Theology without 

Apology (Cleveland, Ohio: Pilgrim, 1993), 63-64, says, "One looks in 

vain for an example of inclusive community, egalitarian principles, or a 

theology of loving outreach and pluralistic justice in Leviticus." 

59. Dan 0 . Via, "The Bible, the Church, and Homosexuality," in Dan 

0 . Via and Robert A. J. Gagnon, Homosexuality and the Bible: Two 

Views (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 28. 

60. Countryman, Dirt, Greed and Sex, 117. Compare Helminiak, 

What the Bible Really Says, 101. 

61. M. L. Andreasen, The Sabbath (Washington, D.C.: Review and 

Herald, 1942), 145, is typical of the classic line of argument among Sev-

enth-day Adventists: "These ceremonial and temple laws terminated 

when the temple service ceased to be of value at the death of Christ. 

All Christians believe that they were abolished and annulled in the great 

sacrifice on Calvary. Col. 2:14. It is not of these laws that we speak, but 

of the law of God contained in the ten precepts. This law we believe to 

be of as much force as ever, and binding upon Christians and upon all 

men in all ages." 

62. "These are only a shadow of what is to come; but the sub-

stance belongs to Christ" (Col. 2:17). 

63. For example, Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality I: An Introduc-

tion, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Random House, 1978), 43, traces 

out the notion of sexual orientation, analyzing how the construction of 

same-sex orientation as a clinical or psychological "disorder" first arose 

in the nineteenth century. 

64. Siker, "Gentile Wheat and Homosexual Christians," 140. 

65. The myth of human origins in Plato, Symposium 189c-193d, 

hinting at a primordial third sex oriented toward its own gender, does 

not refute this. 

66. The point is not how relatively common or uncommon such 

examples are. It is enough that they do exist, and that, as will be indi-

cated below, the Scriptures do have pertinent words to apply to such. 

67. This point is prompted by the challenge presented to the Society 

of Biblical Literature by Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, in a presidential 

address, "The Ethics of Interpretation: Decentering Biblical Scholarship," 

Journal of Biblical Literature 107 (1988):3-17. 

68. This does not reduce the text to a mirror, merely reflecting the 

reader's own preconceptions. The text does exert controls, by means of 

its underlying structures of meaning-potential. Such potential is various-

ly actualized, however, through varied acts of reading. Even so, the 

resultant meanings do have the potential to cut across a given reader's 

preconceptions, awakening new insights. 

69. For example, Comstock, Gay Theology, Chap. 3, finds insightful 

parallels between the situation and response of Queen Vashti in the book 

of Esther and his experience as a homosexual male in today's society. 

70. Carl S. Dudley and Earle E. Hilgert, New Testament Tensions and 

the Contemporary Church (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987) trace out the 

way in which deep disagreements were not papered over in the early 

church but were used as occasions for fuller understanding and theo-

logical advancement when the tensions were worked through with 

mutual respect. 

71. There is some evidence that already by Paul's time a verb "to 

Corinthianize" (korinthiazesthai) had been coined to denote living in a 

luxurious and profligate manner. 

72. That Paul and his converts saw direct parallels between issues of 

dietary and sexual purity is clear in 1 Cor. 6:12-20, where he argues by 

analogy from the former to the latter. 

73. Compare Jesus: "And why do you not judge for yourselves what 

is right?" (Luke 12:57). Evidently, the priesthood of every believer is to 

be exercised under the high priesthood of Christ, who sympathizes with 

our limitations (Heb. 4:15) in ways that give us courage to grow as new 

insights become available (5:11-14). 

J o h n R. J o n e s is associate professor of New Testament Studies and 

World Religions at La Sierra University. This material is from the forth-

coming book Christianity and Homosexuality: Some Seventh-day Adven-

tist Perspectives. 
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Public Policy Issues Involving Homosexuality: 
An Adventist Response I BY MITCHELL A. TYNER 

Homosexuality—more particularly, the status of 

homosexuals and their relationships before 

the law—has become one of the most con-

frontational, divisive topics of our time, bo th 

politically and theologically. Numerous writers have iden-

tified well over one thousand instances where homosexual 

couples are denied the rights and privileges available to 

heterosexual couples, and this revelation has led many to 

advocate the legal recognition of homosexual marriage or 

the functional equivalent thereof. Thei r efforts, in turn, 

have produced the most vociferous backlash from those 

w h o argue that to do such a th ing will be to remove the 

moral underpinnings of American society. O t h e r writers 

have described the nonmarriage-related inequality of 

homosexuals in current society, involving such issues as 

the nonprotect ion of homosexuals as a suspect category, 

leading to denial of protect ion in such fundamental rights 

as employment and housing. 

Recently, numerous jurisdictions have moved signifi-

cantly toward legal equality for homosexuals, including 

listing sexual orientation as a protected category in local or 

state human rights statutes and recognizing homosexual 

marriage or domestic partnerships. T h e most significant 

judicial move was the 2004 decision of the U.S. Supreme 

Court in Lawrence vs. Texas, which ruled that ant isodomy 

laws could not be applied to homosexuals. In the Lawrence 

ruling, the Cour t overruled its infamous previous decision 

in Bowers vs. Hardwick and recognized the existence of a 

right to privacy in sexual matters. 

Legally, this movemen t cont inues apace, as several 

states and nat ions enact protect ive statutes. It is no t the 

purpose of this discussion to address the current legal 

and political realities, as others have done so admirably. 

O t h e r s have addressed the quest ions of h o w Seventh-

day Adventists, b o t h corpora te ly and individually, 

should unders tand the p h e n o m e n o n of homosexual i ty in 

Scripture, the existence and experience of Seventh-day 

Adventis t homosexuals , and the responsibilities of b o t h 

the C h u r c h and its members to them. T h a t leaves a fur-

ther question: h o w do we, corpora te ly and individually, 

relate to the religio-political questions involving h o m o -

sexuality tha t are current ly p roduc ing so much hea t and 

so little light? W h a t are the considerat ions tha t should 

be involved in the format ion of an Adventis t response to 

such public issues? This chapter looks at four, the first 

two scriptural and timeless, the last two more con tem-

porary. T h e list is no t exhaustive; it should include but is 

not l imited to the following: 

1. Does the proposed position maximize human freedom? 

T o be faithful to Scripture, our positions on public policy 

issues should work to maximize human freedom to the 

highest appropriate level. Arguably, the most revealing 

Scripture passage that involves freedom is not the little 

horn or Revelation 13, but Luke 15, the passage we refer 

to as the story of the Prodigal Son, al though it might bet-

ter be called the story of the Wai t ing Father. 

A young man, raised on an affluent but remote farm 

went to his father and said "Dad, I'm bored. I'm tired of liv-

ing way out here. I want to experience the world for 

myself; I want to go to the big city; I want to do my own 

thing. And Dad, I want you to give me an advance on my 

inheritance to finance the trip." 

N o t h i n g in either Jewish or Roman law gave the father 

any obligation to grant that request, but he did. T h e son 

left, wealth in hand, and headed for the bright lights. As 

long as the money lasted, so did his social status. But soon 

he found himself in a descending socioeconomic spiral. 

His money gone, he was forced to earn his livelihood by 

doing something most hateful to a young Jew: feeding 



hogs. H e awoke one morning in the pigpen, looked 

around him, and said, "What a miserable state of affairs! 

Wha t a genuine wreck I have made of my life." 

T o put this story in Seventh-day Adventist terms, 

imagine a young man from a farm in eastern Montana 

who, having gone to N e w York, awakens in a drug-

induced stupor in one of those ne ighborhoods you 

don't want to enter at night. H e has been making his 

living dealing drugs. H e awakens and thinks, "This is 

Sabbath morning. M o m and Dad are in church, and 

look at me. Look how far I've come." 

The Bible simply says, "He came to himself." He real-

ized his position. He looked around and said, "I have 

ruined my life, I have nothing: nowhere to sleep, no means 

of support, nothing to eat, and I can't go home. I've had 

my share of the family wealth and I've squandered that. It's 

gone. Even my dad's hired hands out there on the farm are 

better off. I ought to go home and just ask Dad to hire 

me." 

H e sat there in the mud and composed the speech he 

would offer his father. H e would say, "Father, I have 

sinned before you and before God. I am no longer worthy 

to be called your son—just hire me and let me live out in 

the bunkhouse with the hired hands." With that, he start-

ed home. 

Imagine the father, sitting on the veranda of one of 

those old farm houses—the kind with the long porch that 

runs the width of the house. The family sat there in the 

evening catching the cool breeze, talking about the weath-

er, the crops, and family news. 

The father has been sitting there every afternoon since 

his son left. He's never given up on his son's return. Then 

one day, far off down the road, he sees a pathetic figure 

limping along. He's lame, he's ill-kept, and he's dirty. But 

the father immediately recognizes him as his son. The 

father doesn't wait for the son to come to him. Instead, the 

father hurries off the porch, down the path, through the 

gate, and down the road to meet his son. As they meet, 

the son begins his prepared speech of contrition: "Dad, 

I've blown it, I'm not worthy to be called your son...." and 

he never gets to finish the speech. 

It's as though the father said, "Son, I know, I under-

stand. We'll talk about that another time. For now, all that 

matters is that you're home. Come inside, we'll celebrate 

your return!" With that, he covered this filthy figure with 

his best cloak, put a ring on his finger, and led him to the 

house, where the celebration began. 

The older son heard the sound of the celebration and 

asked one of the hired hands what was happening. He was 

told, "Your brother's back and your father's throwing a 

the father 

hurries off the 

porch 



party." But the older brother refused to join the celebration. 

Eventually, the father came to him and said, "Were cel-

ebrating your brother's return—come in and join us!" 

T h e elder brother said, "Look, Dad, I've been with you 

all these years. I have obeyed your every command. I have 

done everything you have asked but you never threw a 

party for me. N o w this son of yours comes home after 

wasting your money and his life and you expect me to cel-

ebrate? W h y should I?" 

Not ice that the elder brother was factually correct, 

which merely shows that one may be quite correct but 

very wrong as to the correct interpretation and application 

of those facts. Not ice also that the elder brother referred 

to "your son", not, "my brother." 

T h e father replied, "Your brother was lost, and has been 

found; he was dead and he is alive to us again. It is proper 

that we celebrate!" 

W h o was right in that story, the father or the son? T h e 

father, of course. T h e father represents God, our Father. 

T h e son represents us, for each of us has at one time or 

another wandered away from our spiritual home. 

W h y did the father let that happen? T h e father could 

have prevented it. H e didn't have to give his son the 

money, but he did. It can even be alleged that by funding 

the journey of the prodigal, the father aided and abetted 

prodigality. W h y ? Because the father was more interested 

in his son than in his money. Because ultimately he was 

interested in his relationship with his son. Because he 

wanted a relationship with his son that was possible only 

when the son was ready to enter into it voluntarily. T h e 

father would not force his son to stay at home. H e would 

not be satisfied with coerced obedience. 

Isn't that a marvelous parable of our heavenly Father! 

O u r Father put such a high value on his relationship with 

us that he paid the price of Calvary to avoid coercing us. 

H e could have forced us to stay at home with him, and no 

one could have faulted him for doing so. But he will not 

be satisfied with coerced obedience. Yes, he's interested in 

our conduct . But when we come back to him, he doesn't 

say, "All right, before you come in the house let's talk 

about that t ime in the pigpen. Let's talk about what you 

did, let's talk about the money you wasted, let's get all of 

this straightened out." No , he puts his robe of righteous-

ness around us and says, "Come inside. T h e party is ready 

to start—in your honor." 

Here is a parable that illustrates an important facet of 

the great controversy between good and evil, a key his-

toric Adventist teaching. G o d could have created us in 

such a manner that we could not have sinned. H e didn't, 

because he wanted a relationship with us based on our 

choice to establish it. H e refused to coerce us. But doing 

that cost him dearly. It cost him the life of his son at Cal-

vary, paid so that we could relate to him freely. Every 

man, woman, boy, and girl is free to relate to G o d freely, 

according to his or her conscience, not someone else's. 

W h a t are we to learn from this story? First, that G o d 

put a t remendous value on freedom. H e could have pre-

vented Calvary, but didn't, because he would not coerce 

our obedience. Second, we have no business, like the older 

brother, being more judgmental with each other than our 

Father is with us. Third, we have been given an example 

that speaks to our own attitudes and actions: If G o d went 

to that length not to coerce us, then how dare we, his 

children, coerce each other? 

2. Does the suggested position maximize equality? 

Again, to be faithful to Scripture, our positions on public 

policy issues should work to maximize human equality to 

the highest appropriate level. 

Consider the Gospel of Luke, Chapter 10. Jesus was 

confronted with a questioner—a lawyer, a young scholar 

of religious law w h o had heard of Jesus and wanted to put 

Jesus' teaching on the record. T h e dialogue went some-

thing like this: 

Lawyer: "Rabbi, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?" 

Jesus: "What do you read in the law?" 

Lawyer: "You shall love the Lord your G o d with all 

your heart, with all your strength, and with all your mind, 

and your neighbor as yourself." 

Jesus: "You read well. N o w go and do that and you will 

live." 

W h e n confronted with an unwanted answer, one may 

acquire at least a little wiggle room by seeking to define 

further one or more terms used in the answer. So the 

lawyer replied, "And just w h o is my neighbor?" 

Knowing that his questioner was not amenable to a 

direct answer, Jesus chose to answer indirectly, through a 

story, the Parable of the G o o d Samaritan. 

"A certain man," said Jesus, "went down from Jerusalem 

to Jericho." Mr. Anonymous chose a narrow, twisting 

mountain road that descends rapidly from the Judean hills 

to the Dead Sea Valley. It is a dangerous route today, and 



surely was much more so in Roman times. During the 

course of his journey, Mr. Anonymous was mugged: he 

was attacked by thieves, assaulted, stripped of everything 

of value, and left for dead. 

Jesus then presented his audience with an interesting 

procession of observers. First to come on the scene was a 

priest, clergy, one trained to identify with and alleviate 

human need. True to his calling, he viewed the wounded 

man and thought, "This is terrible! This man has been 

wounded through no fault of his own, yet here he lies." 

But he quickly caught himself before his empathy got him 

into trouble. H e thought, 

The thieves who did this may still he nearby. They could well do 

the same to me. And after all, my first responsibility is to my 

family and to my ministry. This man is part of neither. I don't 

know him and I don't owe him! If I am injured or killed, who will 

care for them? Surely the proper and prudent thing for me to do is 

to go on and report this to the authorities. And besides, I'm car-

rying a month's tithe from all the local congregations down to the 

National Bank of Jericho for deposit. We can't risk losing that. 

Having armed himself with good excuses, he passed by 

the wounded man. But he did not pass by too closely—so 

close that he would have to look in the man's eyes and 

sense his pain. Instead, he passed by on the far side, evi-

dence that the pacification of his conscience was not 

working all that well. 

Next came a Levite. Here was another man trained 

much like the priest. He, too, was taught to be a shepherd 

of the flock, but he was not serving in a direct pastoral 

role. Perhaps in modern parlance we could call him a reli-

gious bureaucrat, a denominational administrator. The 

Levite also reacted as trained. He, too, saw the injured 

man and began to empathize. But his mind wandered a 

bit: "This is awful! W e must regain control of our streets 

and put these criminals away where they belong!" As he 

worked himself up on the subject of the shortcomings of 

the criminal justice system, he also began to sense the 

priest's predicament: "They could do the same to me." And 

he also reasoned his way out of that bind: "I'm going down 

to Jericho to deliver an address on the ethical treatment of 

strangers. If I stop here, I help only one person. But if I go 

on, my lecture could be the start of a whole new Good 

Samaritan Society in Jericho. Surely, the responsible thing 

is for me to proceed." And so, for the sake of giving a lec-

ture on loving others, he left his neighbor to languish in 

pain and distress. He followed the priest's detour and 

passed by on the far side. 

And then came a Samaritan. W h y did Jesus choose a 

Samaritan for this role? Perhaps it was because he well 

knew the reaction of his questioner to such a person. 

Samaritans were the outcasts of the day. Public opinion 

was that they were not pure Jews; they came from an infe-

rior stock, inferior social position, an inferior education. 

They could not be trusted. If we had passed through the 

streets of Jerusalem, we might have overheard conversa-

tions in which it was said, "You can't trust those Samari-

tans. They'll lie and cheat and steal. They'd rather draw 

welfare than work for a living. Best to have nothing to do 

with them for your own safety." If the injured man had 

known a Samaritan was approaching, he probably would 

have shuddered in anticipation of further harm. 

But the Samaritan stopped, the only one of the three 

observers to do so. He stopped to give aid to someone 

who otherwise might have despised him. 

The Samaritan's reaction was neither ivory tower theory 

nor mere emotional response. He methodically poured oil 

and wine (the only cleansing/disinfecting agents available 

to him) into the injured man's wounds, bound them, put 

the man on his pack animal, and took him to the nearest 

inn. Before leaving, he said to the innkeeper, "Take care of 

him, and when I return I'll settle the cost with you." The 

Samaritan disregarded the threats to his own safety that 

had been correctly noted by the priest and the Levite. H e 

just acted, on behalf of someone very much not like him. 

At this point, the dialogue between Jesus and his inter-

rogator resumed. 

Jesus: "Now, which of these three do you think acted as 

a neighbor to the injured man?" 

Lawyer: "Obviously, the one who stopped to help." 

Jesus: "Exactly. Go and do likewise." 

Isn't it interesting what Jesus did not say to the lawyer? 

He did not say to him, "Go and study the scrolls. When 

you can properly and coherently exegete the prophecies 

and explain Ezekiel's vision of the wheels within wheels, 

then come back and we will discuss you future course of 

action." Jesus spoke nothing of what the questioner should 

know or believe, only of what he should do. He spoke not 

of orthodoxy, but of orthopraxy. He simply said, "Go and 

do likewise." 

Four characteristics of the Samaritan's response bear 



emulation. First, it was a caring response. The Samaritan 

obviously cared enough about the injured man's predica-

ment to endanger himself in order to help. The act of not 

taking the detour mapped out by the preceding observers 

was motivated by recognition of the value of another 

human in need—in other words, caring. 

Second, it was an involved response. It is all too easy for 

moderns to trust groups—relief groups, state agencies, reli-

gious organizations—to react to human need while we 

comfortably sit back and make donations of a bit of 

money and a bit of time. The Samaritan put far more than 

that into the project. 

Third, it was a committed response. The Samaritan not 

only bound the wounds of the victim, he also volunteered 

to underwrite his care for an indeterminate period. N o w 

that's commitment! 

Fourth, it was a relevant response. The Samaritan could 

have continued on his way, and on arrival in Jericho 

sought to convene a council on the causes and remedies 

for highway crime. No t a bad thing in itself, but not rele-

vant to the man lying in the road. Rather, the Samaritan 

got immediately involved, and he did what needed to be 

done at that moment. He acted relevantly. 

Perhaps most importantly for this discussion, all of this 

was for someone with whom the Samaritan would have 

been in profound disagreement theologically, politically, 

and otherwise. There was no pondering of theological 

convergences, of historic ties, of cultural affinities. There 

was no consideration of public opinion or of the opinion 

of other Samaritans, no mapping of potential geopolitical 

consequences. The Samaritan did not see a Jew (or an 

Edomite, or a Roman or Greek, or whoever the victim 

was), he just saw a person in need and recognized that he 

had the ability to meet the need. 

H o w does this story inform our response to such 

questions as equal rights for homosexuals—or anyone 

else? It says that our response must be caring, involved, 

committed, and relevant. It must not be deterred by the 

approbation of many for the object of our care, or by 

the potential threat to our own standing. W e must be 

prepared to evenhandedly aid those for whom we can be 

of service, regardless of their agreement—or lack there-

of—with our beliefs and interpretations. H o w could such 

considerations ever lead us to deny equal rights to 

homosexuals, or anyone else? 

In the current context, a consideration of the interrela-

tionship of freedom and equality is necessary, for equal 

rights not infrequently act as a restraint on freedom. W e 

do not exercise our freedom in a vacuum, but in the con-

text of social relationships. As the apostle Paul said, "None 

of us lives to himself." Paul also observed, "All things are 

lawful to me, but all things are not expedient." A responsi-

ble exercise of our freedom always considers the effect of 

our actions on the rights and needs of others. 

Since the late 1990s, there has been, within the church-

state community, a running discussion concerning whether 

or not sincere religious belief should constitute a valid 

defense to a charge of violating the equality rights of oth-

ers. The question arose in this fashion. In 1990, in the case 

of Employment Division, Department of Human Resources of Oregon 

vs. Smith, the U.S. Supreme Court severely cut back the 

reach of the Free Exercise Clause of the First Amendment 

he did what needed to be done 

at that moment 



to the U.S. Constitution. O n e result was the formation of a 

broad coalition that sought legislation to moderate the 

damage done to religious freedom. This brought about the 

passage of the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) 

in 1993. T h e Court responded a few years later, in Boerne vs. 

Flores, by ruling RFRA inapplicable to the states. T h e coali-

tion then prepared a bill known as the Religious Liberty 

Protection Act (RLPA). RLPA never got off the ground. It 

foundered on the question of religious belief as a defense. 

O n e side said, "If religious belief is not included in the bill 

as a legitimate defense, we will leave the coalition." 

T h e other side said, "If religious belief is recognized as a 

defense, we will leave the coalition." T h e coalition then 

foundered. 

W h a t was this discussion really about? Homosexuality. 

T h e question was whether a sincerely held religious belief 

that one should not employ or rent to homosexuals should 

be a valid defense to a charge of violating protected rights. 

Difference of opinion on that question is so deeply held 

that it has prevented the religious community from achiev-

ing broad-based protection for free exercise of religion 

since that time. 

H o w do we answer that question? Should our religious 

beliefs allow us to discriminate? W h e n we put the question 

in the context of race, the answer is clear for most people: 

Just because a person sincerely believes that he or she 

should not hire or rent to a person of color should not 

relieve him or her of the duty of nondiscrimination. In this 

instance, the equality rights of one person trump the reli-

giously motivated practice of the other. Few will argue 

against that position—until they recognize that it cannot 

be distinguished on any principled basis from the question 

of equality rights of homosexuals. It simply comes down 

to the fact that one is generally accepted in our society 

and the other is not—yet. Surely our response to such 

questions should maximize bo th freedom and equality, 

properly balancing the two, rather than merely reflecting 

popular opinion. 

3. Is the proposed position informed by our history? 

T o be responsible, our positions on public policy issues 

should take cognizance of the applicable lessons found in 

our own history. W e have experience with the negative 

results of efforts by well-meaning people to enact their 

views and religious convictions into law. Consider the 

effects of the national Sunday law drive of the late-nine-

teenth century. 

In 1888, Senator H . W . Blair of N e w Hampshire spon-

sored a Senate bill (N. 2983) to promote Sunday obser-

vance as a day of worship. Blair's bill (and a similar one in 

1889) was defeated, at least in part due to the five hundred 

thousand signatures secured against it by the then-t iny 

Seventh-day Adventist Church, spurred on by the enthusi-

asm of A. T. Jones, among others. T h e national bill was 

stopped, but the effort to enforce Sunday observance was 

not. Rather, the scene of activity shifted to the states. 

During 1895 and 1896, at least seventy-five Seventh-

day Adventists were prosecuted in the Uni ted States and 

Canada under state or provincial Sunday laws. Some were 

fined; a few were acquitted or were lucky enough to have 

their cases dismissed. But 28 served jail terms, aggregating 

1,144 days: almost 3 'A years in total.' Such prosecution 

was not happenstance or just a small part of a broader pic-

ture of thousands of Americans arrested for a wide variety 

of Sunday activities. T o the contrary, it was a matter of 

selective enforcement. Those prosecuted were targeted 

not just for their conduct, but for the reason behind it. 

Perhaps the most significant of these cases was that of 

R. M. King of Ob ion County, Tennessee.2 King had 

farmed in the communi ty for twenty years and was held in 

high esteem by his neighbors, al though they disagreed 

with the practice he followed as a Seventh-day Adventist 

of tilling his fields on Sunday. His neighbors tried to per-

suade King not to work on Sunday, but he resisted. Final-

ly, "they insisted that he must keep Sunday and not teach 

their children by his example that the seventh day is the 

Sabbath and if he did not comply with their wishes he 

would be prosecuted." King was subsequently arrested for 

working in his fields on Sunday, June 23, 1889. O n July 6, 

O b i o n Coun ty Justice J. A. Barker found King guilty as 

charged and fined him a total of $12.85. Since King 

refused to stop Sunday work, his neighbors had him 

indicted by a grand jury for virtually the same offense. 

Judge Swiggart and a jury heard the matter in Troy, 

Tennessee, on March 6, 1890, Attorney General Bond 

appearing for the state and Colonel T. E. Richardson for 

King. T h e charge was that King's repeated Sunday break-

ing consti tuted a public nuisance—a charge that opened 

the way to a harsher penalty than did mere violation of 

the Sunday law. T h e jury heard five witnesses for the pros-

ecution and one for the defense. It deliberated only half an 

hour before returning a guilty verdict and assessing a fine 



of seventy-five dollars. The judge denied a motion for a 

new trial and warned that King and his ilk must obey the 

law or leave the country. 

Colonel Richardson appealed on King's behalf to the 

state supreme court, which in 1891 merely affirmed the 

trial court without opinion. Then Richardson, joined by 

Donald M. Dickinson, U.S. postmaster general from 1888 

to 1889, appealed to the United States Circuit Court for 

the Western District of Tennessee.3 Their theory on 

appeal was a new one: Since no previous case recognized 

habitual Sunday breaking as a public nuisance and no state 

Nevertheless, the state court decision was sustained. 

Was it proper to define such conduct as a public nui-

sance? It was, said Hammond, if a state court said so. A 

federal court would not second-guess a state court on the 

meaning of that state's law. Hence, no deprivation of due 

process existed. King also lost on his First Amendment 

claims, said Hammond, because that amendment did not 

apply to the states. According to the decision, "the Four-

teenth Amendment of the Constitution of the United 

States has not abrogated the Sunday laws of the states, and 

established religious freedom therein. The states may 

.. .arrested for working in his fields on Sunday... 

statute described it as such, to convict King for such activ-

ity constituted denial of the due process and equal protec-

tion of law as guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment 

to the United States Constitution. Significantly, they also 

argued that he had been denied the religious freedom 

guaranteed him by the First Amendment religion clauses. 

O n August 1, 1891, Judge Hammond rendered his 

decision. He acknowledged: 

By a sort of factitious advantage, the observers of Sunday have 

secured the aid of the civil law, and adhere to that advantage with 

great tenacity, and in spite of the clamor for religious freedom and 

the progress that has been made in the absolute separation of church 

and state, and in spite of the strong and merciless attack that has 

always been ready, in the field of controversial theology, to be 

made, as it has been made here, upon the claim for divine authority 

for the change from the seventh to the first day of the week.4 

establish a church or creed.. . . 

Upon that point, King's lawyers appealed to the U.S. 

Supreme Court in the fall of 1891, asking the Court to 

clarify whether the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment made First Amendment guarantees binding 

upon the state. It was a strategy used successfully by Jeho-

vah's Witnesses in 1940.6 If the Supreme Court had adopt-

ed that theory in 1891, the course of Sunday legislation, 

and indeed all religion clause jurisprudence, would have 

been different. But the Court did not have the opportunity 

to rule on the question: R. M. King died on November 12, 

1891, before his case came before the Court. 

The 1890s may have been the high-water mark in the 

prosecution of Sabbatarians, but the flood did not recede 

immediately. As the tide of fundamentalism rolled toward 

its crest about the time of the famous Scopes trial, it car-

ried with it a continuing volume of such prosecutions/ 



Well into the twentieth century, as America experienced 

increasing industrialization and urbanization, with the 

concomitant rise of secularism and liberal thought, the 

pattern continued—and not just in the rural South. In 

1923, three Seventh-day Adventists were arrested in Mass-

achusetts and fined for painting the interior of a house on 

Sunday in order to get it ready for occupancy the next 

day. In 1932, a deputy sheriff of Washington County, Vir-

ginia, arrested two Seventh-day Adventists for Sunday 

work: one, a crippled mother who walked on crutches, for 

washing clothes on her own premises, and, the other, a 

man who donated and hauled a load of wood to a church 

to heat it for religious services. 

As late as 1938, a Massachusetts storekeeper was arrest-

ed for selling fresh eggs on Sunday, at a time when it was 

legal to buy cooked eggs, beer, and liquor, and to attend 

sports events and movies on the same day.8 

Beginning in 1940, a line of U.S. Supreme Court cases 

established that the First Amendment, including the reli-

gion clauses, had indeed been made applicable to state and 

local governments via the Fourteenth Amendment, thus 

opening the door to Sunday law challenges based on 

those clauses, and in 1961 those challenges found their 

way to the Court. The questions raised in R. M. King's 

case in 1891 would finally be answered by the high court 

seventy years later. It's just as well that King didn't live to 

hear the answer: Sunday laws were upheld as no longer 

religious in nature. That claim would have been impossible 

to make with a straight face in 1891. 

The point? That Adventist activism of an earlier day 

averted two bills in Congress, and came very close to pro-

ducing a fundamental change in the law, one that the Court 

might have reached a half-century earlier but for the death 

of R. M. King. Not until 1963, in the case of Sherbert vs. Vern-

er, did the Court accord religious belief and practice the pro-

tection it deserves. And Adele Sherbert was also a 

Seventh-day Adventist! Our own history should teach us 

what we can accomplish in the area of human rights when 

we put sufficient resources into the effort. 

Another case in point was that of Day Conklin of Big 

Creek, Forsyth County, Georgia, who in March 1889 was 

arrested, tried before a jury, and fined twenty-five dollars 

and costs, amounting in all to eighty-three dollars. His 

offense: cutting wood near his front door on Sunday, 

November 18, 1888. Attorney William F. Findley later 

gave the following recollection of the case: 

One of these Seventh-day Adventists was tried over here in 

Forsyth County, and I think there never was a more unrighteous 

conviction. There was a man named Day Conklin, who was 

moving on Friday. He got his goods wet on Friday, and it turned 

off cold. On Saturday he went out and cut enough wood to keep 

his family from freezing. On Sunday, he still hadn't his things 

dry, and it was still as cold as it had been on Saturday. He still 

cut enough wood to keep his family warm, and they convicted 

him for doing this. I say that is an outrage, an unrighteous con-

viction, for he was doing the best he could. One of the jurymen 

told me that they did not convict him for what he had done, but 

for what he said he had a right to do. He said he had a right to 

work on Sunday,g 

Notice, "we convicted him because he said he had a 

right." In reality, Conklin was convicted because he claimed 

that his religious practice was of equal dignity and 



deserved the same respect and protection as that of the 

majority. His real crime was to claim equality. 

Today, much of the resentment of homosexual claims 

for equal rights at bo t tom is resentment of a claim of 

equality. "They have the temerity to claim that they are 

our equals." In the homosexual marriage debate, many are 

willing to approve some arrangement that affords homo-

sexuals all or most of the rights pertaining to marriage, as 

long as it is called something else—as long as there is not a 

claim of equality! Tha t is sadly reminiscent of the fate of 

Day Conklin. 

O u r own history teaches us that when even sincere, 

well-meaning people seek to use the law to enforce their 

views of morality on others w h o do not share those views, 

bad things happen to good people. Tha t lesson, coupled 

with an awareness of the potency of our advocacy, rightly 

motivated and focused, should place us in the front lines 

of those w h o defend equality rights today. 

4. Is the proposed position in the best interest of the Church? 

Certainly the best interest of the Church is a valid consid-

eration. N o n e will wish to jeopardize the Church by advo-

cating, in its name, a particular position. Some will argue 

that the best interest of the Church is served by keeping a 

low profile on social and political issues. T h e y will cite 

Ellen White 's advice that the Church in the South should 

remain segregated, at least for the time, and that we 

should not publicly oppose Bible reading in the public 

schools. Those statements must be read and understood in 

the context of a time in which the Church was fragile and 

vulnerable. Public opinion was such that advocacy on 

those issues would have cut off almost all avenues of wit-

ness. 

Is that true today? W o u l d advocacy on behalf of equali-

ty rights for homosexuals negate the ability of the Church 

to witness to society? In contrast, will continued silence on 

the issue negate our ability to communicate with thinking 

people w h o espouse a principled view of the matter? O u r 

society is no longer monolithic on these issues; we do not 

face a situation analogous to the times in which Ellen 

W h i t e wrote. 

More fundamentally, h o w can it ever be in the Church's 

interest to act other than in accordance with scriptural 

counsel and instruction? T h e Bible clearly tells us that G o d 

puts a t remendous value on human freedom. O u r divinely 

given example is one w h o rendered aid where it was need-

ed, not as a "respecter of persons." O u r own history shows 

the dangers that follow the legislation and imposition of 

religious beliefs and religiously based moral convictions on 

those w h o do not share them. T o act on these principles is 

in the best interest of the Church. Indeed, to fail to do so 

would be an indictment of the Church, an irresponsible 

neglect of its best interest. • 
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The Beloved Community: A Radical Reformation 

Conception of the Church I BY CHARLES SCRIVEN 

Note: This article assumes awareness that the Adventist tradition, with its 

roots in the Baptist, Methodist, and Christian Connection communities, 

reflects the "believer's church," or Radical Reformation experience, and 

point of view. It also assumes awareness of the key elements (as expressed, 

classically, in Anabaptism) of that experience and point of view: (1) Disciple-

ship, or unstinting identification with Christ; (2) New Life, or growth into 

the mind and character of Christ; (3) Witness, or the believer's responsibility 

to teach and live the way of Christ; (4) Community, or sharing of the joys 

and sorrows of faithful Christian life; and (5) Apocalyptic Consciousness, or 

the sense that Christ, at his soon return, will fully overcome the rulers and 

institutions of the present age. 

The church is the be loved communi ty , and the 

be loved communi ty is.. .a mess. T h e be loved 

communi ty is also, however , the new wor ld 

on its way. It is no th ing less than the b o d y of 

the risen and re turning Christ—existing on earth today. 

T h e congregation at Corinth, one of the earliest, was 

rife with lawsuits, sexual sin, and quarrels over doctrine, 

idols, and food. Yet Paul, w h o loved and served the people 

there, could say that G o d had chosen them to shame and 

overturn the evil powers.1 

H o w can this be? 

It's easy enough to see w h y problems come in. Just 

consider the ideal of full loyalty to Christ . T h e first 

Adventists looked back to N e w Tes tament times and 

embraced this ideal themselves. But for any congrega-

tion, tha t ideal—that p ledge to keep the c o m m a n d m e n t s 

of G o d and the faith of Jesus—can be overwhelming. 

W i t h a s tandard this high, you fall short . Even w h e n 

you pray and work to reach the standard, you fall short . 

A n d inside the church there are always worrywarts— 

people more attentive to God's commands than God's 

grace—who poison the air by turn ing d isappoin tment 

wi th shortfalls into cons tant f re t t ing over them. 

W h e n this happens, anyone can live a jittery, unadven-

turous life. 

Christians w h o are jittery look inward, obsessed with 

how they are doing and afraid of what G o d thinks. Then , 

in order to cope, they find fault with h o w others are 

doing. And when there is enough of all this, it saps every-

one's energy and patience, and the church turns into a 

community of worrywarts and faultfinders. A cloud of fear 

and resentment descends over everything. 

Say that I myself am one of the worrywarts and fault-

finders, and that I myself live under this cloud of fear and 

resentment. Then I will frown on others w h o fall short. 

Moreover, I will frown on those who, from a different van-

tage point, look beyond the gray to glimpse the sun. Sunk 

in my insecurity and self-doubt, I will look askance when 

visionaries see the world as a gift to enjoy, or give a bigger 

definition to discipleship than I do, or try daring initia-

tives, or move onto a bigger stage than I am used to. O n 

the other hand, if I am one w h o looks past fear and resent-

ment into the sunshine, while those around me stay under 

the cloud, I will begin to feel lonely and misunderstood. In 

the end, I will think the church is stifling. 

Such an atmosphere can be no home for the adventur-

ous. So the ones w h o are adventurous may leave—or the 

oppressiveness all around may gradually eat their own 

hearts out and make them unadventurous, too. T h e n they 

themselves will lose sight of h o w big a world G o d has 

made, and h o w many opportunities there are to be cre-

ative and to make a difference. 

All this unhappiness and dysfunction results from salva-

tion anxiety. But there is a cure for it, and the cure is a firm 

grasp on what we considered before, the good news that 

Jesus saves. O n c e you fully grasp this good news—and not 

least its message of forgiveness—the beloved communi ty 

becomes, for all its faults, one of the great marvels of 
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divine grace. It becomes nothing less than . . . the new 

world on its way, a place where hope runs deeply, and 

imagination leaps ahead, like a beacon cutt ing through the 

dark. Stale sanctimony you will find—on earth it never 

goes away—but you will find the story of Jesus, too, and 

also find a people emboldened by that story to live their 

best and deepest dreams. 

T h e risen Jesus, so Luke tells us, assured his disciples 

tha t t hey would b e c o m e his "witnesses," b o t h at h o m e 

and "to the end of the earth" (Acts 1:8). By God's grace, 

it wasn' t long until these witnesses had establ ished a 

c o m m u n i t y of people who , wi th "glad and generous 

hearts," were a t t empt ing to be Chr is t on earth (Acts 

2:46). T h e y were praising G o d together , tak ing care of 

one another , pursuing a ministry of hea l ing deeds and 

words . All t he while, t hey were growing—taking the 

story to the wider world, f inding new members , enlarg-

ing the circle of compass ion. 

Later, Paul would say that the early Christians under-

went baptism "into Christ Jesus." By this rite, their old 

selves were "buried" and new selves "raised from the dead" 

so that, together with one another, they could "walk in 

newness of life" (Rom. 6:1-4) . As Jesus, at his baptism, had 

come to see himself as God's "beloved son," so these new 

Christians came to see themselves as God's beloved chil-

dren.2 And as Jesus, fortified by this love and aflame with 

new purpose, had sought to renew vision and heal human-

ity, so did these new Christians. T h e y came to see, indeed, 

that in responding to the grace and peace of Christ, they 

would change the world. T h e y would change it by keep-

ing the commandments of G o d and the faith of Jesus. 

This they would dare to do. Their hope was a radical 

hope. Its focus was practice—sharing a way of life—and it 

galvanized their whole communi ty to aspiration and 

adventure. 

Practicing Community 
Suzie is the nurse in Wit, the Pulitzer-Prize-winning play 

about a fifty-year-old English professor w h o is dying from 

ovarian cancer. O n e day, she brings a Popsicle into the 

room, and her patient gladly accepts half of it. Then , tak-

ing a seat on the commode by her patient's bedside, the 

nurse tells this story: 

"When I was a kid, we used to get these from a truck. 

T h e man would come around and ring his bell and we'd all 

run over. Then we'd sit on the curb and eat our Popsicles." 

She pauses. "Pretty profound, huh?"3 

Yes it is. 

Suzie's story is profound because when you do some-

thing together with others, and do it repeatedly, the expe-

rience sticks with you, and it affects your whole outlook. It 

shapes how you see the world, how you feel about it, and 

how you carry out your daily life. That's why, from the 

beginning, the beloved community put shared practices at 

the center of their lives. Doing things together, and doing 

them repeatedly, was a key strategy for keeping focused 

on God, and on God's will and way. 

Much of popular Christianity thinks of a "relationship 

with Christ" as a personal, almost a private, matter. T h e 

relationship is not so much a connection that you and oth-

ers share as a connect ion that you have on your own. For 

people w h o think this way, it is more natural to speak of 

my Savior than to speak of ours; the words I and me roll off 

the tongue more easily than we and us. 

This reflects the individualism of today's Western culture, 

and its obsession with independence and personal choice. 

The most mature human beings, it is thought, are the ones 

who thrust off dependence on others for direction. Autono-

my is the ideal. For Christians who accept all this uncritical-

ly, a relationship with God may seem to depend little, or not 

at all, on a relationship with other human beings. 

But the first accounts of the church show men and 

women linked inseparably with one another. Autumn 

leaves piled together withstand the wind; solitary leaves do 

not. T h e first Christians understood this. Through constant 

connection, and through practices that reinforced it, they 

withstood the pressures that might otherwise have scat-

tered them into insignificance. Together, they kept their 

memories alive; they resisted the dominant culture; they 

strengthened their resolve against indifference and barbari-

ty. Together, they embodied (though imperfectly) the risen 

Christ, and became the vanguard for a new humanity. 

At the same time, of course, all this was God's doing. 

T o use Paul's language, they were what they were by the 

grace of God. T h e y worked hard to be Christian, and yet 

were always aware of the gifts they'd received. Their very 

lives and effort were a gift, and they gave constant thanks 

and praise to G o d for what they had received.4 

O n e occasion for thanksgiving and praise was the Sab-

bath, when routine and sweaty haste came to a stop, and 

the first Christians found time, together, for wonder and 

renewal. O n Sabbath, work lost its power to oppress, 



monotony its power to hypnotize. N o w the first Chris-

tians could awake to a heightened sense of divine pres-

ence. T h e y could hear the re-telling of their story, adjust 

their lives accordingly, feel the darkness tremble when 

they joined together in one song. N o w they could renew 

their watchcare over one another, and find in the friend-

ship of the faithful new energy for mission. 

O n Sabbath, in other words, they stopped so that they 

could begin again. They stopped so that, renewed by rest, 

they could go forth in the peace of Christ to love and 

serve the wider world. 

It was the same when the first Christians broke bread. 

Of ten they did this together—one body, as Paul would 

say, with many members. And again the story was central. 

You took food in the company of others, and then, in a 

much-repeated ritual, you heard how Jesus, on the night 

he was betrayed, washed the disciples' feet and afterward 

shared bread and wine with them so they would always 

look backward with thanks and forward with hope.3 

T h e y were called, these first Christians, to live con-

nected and illuminating lives, and so to be the earthly 

embodiment of Christ. If you took this to require flawless-

ness, it would be, of course, an impossible ideal. As for the 

first Christians, they acknowledged that humans are 

flawed and goodness fragile. But they also knew that 

when they fell short of goodness, and hurt someone, or 

were hurt, they had one another for healing. 

All the way back to Abraham, the Hebrew people had 

pursued daunting ideals. Now, under Jesus' influence, for-

giveness had taken center stage. Practicing forgiveness was 

how the church would deal with human imperfection. T h e 

church would meet failure with forgiveness. It would meet 

even egregious failure—even violence—with forgiveness. 

Tha t is how it would offer new life in the face of broken-

ness, and keep alive the hope of reconciliation and renew-

al. Thus the church, though flawed, would embody God's 

point of view on earth, and be the place where G o d s true 

colors shine through on earth. 

It was not that forgiveness would be offered willy-nilly. 

In Mat thew 18, you find Jesus putting forgiveness at the 

forefront. Yet in that chapter, he also envisions a disciple 

community in which people watch over and correct one 

another. For enough refusal to listen, an offender can even 

lose, at least for the time being, the privilege of member-

ship. But the point, always, is the "restoration of a rupture 

in the community." T h e point, always, is healing—healing 

of broken people, healing of the broken church.6 

In Jesus' vision for all this, the watchcare involves conversa-

tion—two or three or more considering what to do in the face 

of disagreement. H o w do you reach, how do you learn from, 

how if necessary do you correct the offending person or 

group? Thus, the point when you refine your understanding 

of Christian life is always practical: it is how you e n h a n c e -

how you improve—the life and witness of the community. 

T h e practice of conversation, then, was like remember-

ing the Sabbath or sharing the gospel meal. It was another 

way of keeping the community strong, another way to 

resist dysfunction and strengthen resolve and assure that 

God's true colors can shine through. 

In the Adventism that grew up in response to what 

Ellen Whi t e called the "primitive godliness" of the early 

church, the Sabbath School came to be the occasion for 

this practice.7 Crisis or not, conversation would take place, 

and take place regularly. Being Adventist, after all, meant 

becoming Adventist—staying on the move, looking forward, 

always, to God's next transformation of shared life. Instead 

of feeling entirely at home with itself, the church would 

conduct a never-ending conversation.8 So it would guard 

against the ebbing of faithfulness. So it would make its 

journey, every week, into deeper understanding. 

Never, when you follow the N e w Testament way, do 

you burrow into sheer solitude. You practice community. 

You do so by participating in the practices that reinforce 

community. You and others are thus connected—like 



mountain climbers. And with the gift of shared strength, 

you become adventurous. You become adventurous 

enough to be an alternative to the commonplace, and 

even to be a revolution in the making. 

Changing the World 
In the year 390, a wealthy Christian woman named Fabio-

la, from the city of Rome, helped invent a new institution. 

She'd been through a divorce, but she didn't hole up inside 

her wounded self, didn't let the pain define her life. 

Instead, she began attending to victims of disease and 

hunger in her city, victims the dominant pagan culture 

didn't really care about. Her teacher had been St. Jerome, 

and he said: "I have often seen her washing wounds which 

others—even men—could hardly bear to look at." In doing 

this, in giving "sufferers from the streets.. .all the attention 

of a nurse," she was founding...the hospital. 

Organizations focused on the care of the vulnerable had-

n't existed before Fabiola. Even the leading citizens of Rome 

lacked the right frame of mind, and emperors of the time, 

leaders among leading citizens, considered it their right to 

butcher and steal in order to expand and sustain imperial 

power. Pagans in general, both Roman and Greek, gave little 

attention to the vulnerable, and thought pity and mercy 

were pathological emotions. Plato, the brilliant philosopher, 

believed the best way to deal with beggars was to dump 

them outside the (ideal) boundaries of the community. 

The first Christians, building on Jewish ideals of hospital-

ity, defied the heartlessness of the dominant culture. They 

cared about the poor as well as the rich, the unattractive as 

well as the good-looking, the powerless as well as the pow-

erful. The hospitals that came into being with Fabiola and 

those who followed her drew circles large enough to 

include even people usually dismissed as undeserving. 

Together, they were light—a beacon cutting through 

the dark. Today, institutions like this exist almost every-

where. But as the medical historian Roy Porter declares: 

"Christianity planted the hospital."9 

Paul told the Corinthian Christians, "If anyone is in 

Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed 

away" (2 Cor. 5:17). W h a t he meant, it seems, is that a 

tiny filament of light can defy the darkness and bring new 

possibilities to view. A small number, even as few as one, 

can effect great change. So when a thoughtful few, joined 

to the church, cast off the jitters and begin to resist conven-

tion and actually to be the risen Christ on earth, the beauty 

of their holiness redeems the world. 

Jesus had meant something like this when he told the 

disciples: "You are the salt of the earth" and "the light of 

the world" (Matt. 5:13, 14). God's joyous few—the ones 

the book of Revelation calls the "remnant" (Rev. 14:12 

KJV)—would somehow break the stranglehold of evil. 

And when, after Luther, the Radical Reformers objected 

to "Christendom," or the idea of church and society as 

one, they were saying that the church is the company of 

committed. You can't have a "Christian" nation, or a "Chris-

tian" civilization, where the mere fact of your birth 

makes you a believer. You can only have volunteer 

Christians who have chosen to be baptized into Christ, 

and whose old selves have been buried and new selves 

raised from the dead. Only then, does the beloved com-

munity become a "lantern of righteousness" against the 

dark monotony of harm and hurt. On ly then does it 

become. . .a revolution in the making.10 

Jews pioneered the idea of being a people who were "in 

but not of" the dominant, surrounding culture. It was 

always a costly experiment, a way of being that "required 

deep and unshakable conviction."" You had to have the 

courage to be different, to be the minority and not the 

majority. Jesus, himself a Jew, exemplified this courage. 

And the first Christians knew that anyone who would 

belong to a lantern community, anyone who would be 

true salt and true light, must exemplify it, too. 

The reward of so doing is that by being different you make a 



difference. Along with others, you are the tiny filament of 

light that defies the darkness. You find yourself in league 

with Fabiola and the inventors of the hospital. Or, to bring 

in a recent witness, you identify with Martin Luther King, 

who in both spirit and power lived at the margin of Ameri-

can society, yet was the key to the civil rights revolution. 

Or you look with pride on the Adventist pioneers of better 

health, who, also from the American margin, have made an 

ever stronger case for plant-based food and other forms of 

attention to bodily, as well as spiritual, well-being. 

O n e twentieth-century giant among theologians with 

roots in the Radical Reformation was John Howard Yoder. 

"Social creativity;" he wrote, "is a minority function." For 

him, the church was not only an alternative to business as 

usual, but also, by its example, a sign of hope and an archi-

tect of "restored humanity." In a sentence on the church as 

lovely and evocative as the dawn of day, he said: "The 

confessing people of God is the new world on its way."12 

That is the ideal, or better (from a believer's stand-

point), the reality: the beloved community is the new 

world on its way. 

But when problems boil up in the church, how can this 

be plausible? 

I have a friend who one day told my colleagues and me, 

at the college where I work, that hypocrisy "is bad, but the 

existence of hypocrisy is good." When we first heard this 

we were puzzled. But we came to see the point. If your 

ideals are so low a troglodyte can reach them, that's hardly 

wonderful, hardly a reason to stand tall. It's like saying you 

have a moral vision and it's to keep out of jail, or stay 

sober at breakfast, or tell the truth for ten minutes. If you 

aspire to be way below average, you can say you're not a 

hypocrite, but so what? 

W h e n you think about it, you want ideals that stretch 

you so far you might not reach them. And from day one, 

that's been at the heart of the Hebrew response to God. 

All the way back to Abraham, the Hebrew people have 

pursued daunting ideals, impossible dreams. A single fami-

ly would bless all families? The church would be Christ on 

earth? A mere remnant would be a revolution in the mak-

ing? Yes, that was the idea. 

Life with this family, this remnant, was often under-

whelming, disappointing, maddening. Still, the best peo-

ple believed. It wasn't optimism that kept them going, it was 

faith. All that was good was God's. Their hope, however 

outlandish, was good, and like every ounce of effort they 

put in, and like their very lives, it was.. .God's. God's 

dream. God's gift. God's work. 

The divine patience somehow reinforced this sense of 

things. As underwhelming, disappointing, and maddening 

as they might be, God would not give up on them. God 

was always ready to open another door to yet another 

beginning. And if God did not give up on them, they 

would not give up on God. 

That patience, that readiness to forgive, came not only 

to define the idea of God, but also to define the ideal 

response to God. Saying Yes to God meant saying Yes to 

the people God had made. With Jesus, this sensibility 

took center stage. As God did not give up on you, you did 

not give up on others. Meeting failure with forgiveness 

was how to deal with human imperfection. 

And that is why the faults of the beloved community-

do not doom its revolutionary project. It remains, though 

imperfectly, the embodiment of divine forgiveness, and 

just for this reason it can provide, despite the faults, a 

"facilitating environment," a framework, that is, for the 

development of trust and moral sensitivity.13 It can pro-

vide enough support, enough patience, and enough hope 

to nourish and sustain a Fabiola, a Martin Luther King, a 

band of health researchers at Loma Linda University. 

Wha t is more, the beloved community can provide 

enough of these to nourish and sustain.. .us, and, by its 

shared practices and outlandish hope, embolden us to live 

our best and deepest dreams, and actually to be, by God's 

grace, a revolution in the making. • 
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The Adventist Community as the Light of 
the World: Claiming the Whole of Matthew's Vision I BY ERNEST J. BURSEY 

I live with the notion that texts shape communities, sometimes perversely. 

Surely sacred texts should shape sacred communities in honorable ways. 

That is why they were written. What sort of community would emerge 

from a faithful reading of the Sermon on the Mount, the major address in 

the Gospel of Matthew? Communities of faith have long looked to the 

Sermon on the Mount for a sense of identity. The Puritans of New England 

considered themselves the light on the hill in the wilderness of the New 

World. The Amish have succeeded in freezing a cultural expression of the 

Sermon on the Mount. 

What if our community of faith, the Seventh-day Adventist community, 

took more seriously its identity as a community of light and salt, obedient to 

the vision of Jesus and Matthew? Would it become more perfectionist, or 

even legalistic, in dire need of the Pauline or even Johannine perspectives 

on salvation and experiential religion? Would such a focus lead to denomi-

national pride, the downside of possessing the truth? The following article 

reviews my conclusions and convictions. 

I grew up believing that my church had exclusive 

ownership of Revelation 14:6-12. I memorized its 

horrific language. But as a ten-year-old in Mrs. Pitts' 

fifth-grade classroom in Loma Linda, I also memo-

rized the Beatitudes in order to be invested as a Junior 

Missionary Volunteer Friend. It took all of ten minutes of 

focused attention to plant the words lightly on my brain 

so as to repeat them back without error. N o one instructed 

me on the sense or significance of these words. T h e y left 

before dawn the next day. 

Aside from the fleeting Beatitudes, there was the often-

quoted collection that followed: 

Ye are the light of the world... .Let your light so shine before men 

that they may see your good works and give glory to your 

Father who is in heaven. Think not that I have come to abolish 



the Law and the prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to 

fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass 

away, not a jot or a tittle will pass from the Law until all is 

accomplished. (Matt. 5:13, 16-18) 

Jesus' summons in Matthew 5:48, "Be ye therefore perfect 

even as your heavenly Father is perfect,'' was repeated in ser-

mons to support the call to sinlessness, especially for those 

of us living in the end-time, even as 

its possibilities of achievement were 

less openly debated. Other verses 

throughout Matthew about the Sab-

ba th and the Second C o m i n g 

seemed to support my community's 

appropriation and reading of the 

Sermon on the Mount, with its high 

view of the Law and the importance 

of keeping all the commandments, 

including the forgotten Fourth. 

The periodic decisions of religion 

departments and committees to revise 

curricula can have huge impact not 

only on the students taking the new 

courses, but as much or more on the 

teachers assigned to teach them. 

Returning to full-time teaching at 

Walla Walla College from graduate 

school in 1982, I was handed a new 

course to teach—the two-quarter-

hour course, Sermon on the Mount. 

My personal attention to the Sermon on the Mount had 

lagged for perhaps thirty years after the fifth grade. It is only a 

modest exaggeration to say that the subsequent twenty-five 

years of my professional and spiritual life are a postscript to 

that curriculum decision and course assignment. 

In the wisdom of the faculty during my academic 

absence, the old Life and Teachings of Jesus course had 

been laid to rest, with three new courses constructed from 

its remains, one of which was the Sermon on the Mount. 

The textbook was ostensibly three chapters in Matthew 

and a few verses in Luke 6. Ellen White's slim Thoughts from 

the Mount of Blessings was a presumed supplement. 

O n the first day of class, I waved a single sheet of paper 

in front of the students, offered them multiple copies of 

the textbook, and began the process of public reflection 

on the exegetical riches and practical value of these few 

lines. In time, I managed to put together the substance of 

twenty class lectures and matching assignments, and I even 

memorized the textbook. 

As I read widely in the vast scholarly and devotional lit-

erature on the Sermon, I developed a deep appreciation 

for the little book abbreviated in class notes as MB. If the 

Sermon on the Mount had became my central turf and 

Matthew my spiritual guide, Ellen Whi te remained my 

spiritual mother. 

In the meantime, I searched to 

find an original Ph.D. dissertation 

topic that could please my commit-

tee on the other side of the country 

and then began a decades' long 

struggle to complete a dissertation 

that involved a close reading of 

Matthew on the subject of exor-

cism. These close readings for the 

dissertation convinced me that the 

book of Matthew had been careful-

ly, even meticulously, constructed 

from the available materials and led 

me to discern inner connections 

and developments I had missed 

before entering the doctoral pro-

gram. 

In addition, regular opportunities 

to teach an upper division general 

studies course on the Gospel of 

Matthew as well as separate com-

panion courses on the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of 

John allowed me to live as a privileged house guest in each 

Gospel for up to three months at a time. 

Over time, I became convinced that the book of 

Matthew was intended in its entirety as a manual for mis-

sionaries (Matt. 28:18-20). Its construction spoke to the 

skill of a Master Teacher being well-served by a master 

writer-teacher who edited Mark's story to allow room for 

several lectures constructed out of the available sayings. 

Roughly speaking, what Mark had done in constructing a 

powerful narrative, albeit in mosaic form, out of the 

pieces of the Jesus traditions was matched by Matthew's sub-

sequent feat in constructing a corresponding series of lectures 

out of the available sayings collections in the Jesus tradition. 

What the product, the Gospel of Matthew, lacked in narra-

tive color, when compared with Mark or Luke, was replaced 



by a high level of order, making it an accessible guidebook 

for the student or apprentice engaged in church planting. 

I began to read the Sermon on the Mount as a speech event 

designed to be re-enacted again and again. I recited it by mem-

ory in its entirety at the beginning of the course, in public ser-

mons, and even at Adventist ministerial seminars, where I 

recommended it as the source for balanced sermonic fair in con-

fronting the central issues of Adventist engagement with the 

world alongside the essential spiritual disciplines. 

The Beatitudes were now back with a vengeance. I came 

to see them as a sort of portable three-by-five review card, 

punctuated with the repetitive sounds of pi for easier reca l l -

note the "p" sounds in ptochoi to pneumatic, v. 3; pentbountes and 

paraklytbesontai, v. 4; praeis, v. 5; and peinontes, v. 6. In short, the 

Beatitudes stand as a carefully constructed summary of the 

Christian way designed to be memorized and retained. 

The Beatitudes are divided into two equal halves of thirty-six 

Greek words each. Each half ends with attention to "righteous-

ness" (5:6 and 

5:10). To sim-

plify, the first 

half, the four 

bea t i tudes in 

Matthew 5:3-6, 

seemed directed 

primarily to the 

disciple's rela-

tion with God, 

culminating in a 

hunger for right-

eousness. T h e 

second half, the 

four beatitudes in 

Matthew 5:7-10, 

appeared to be 

directed prima-

rily to the right-

eous relationship 

of the disciple 

with the community and the world. 

The overarching "kingdom of heaven," highlighted in the 

first and last beatitudes (5:3 and 5:10), holds in its embrace 

the cluster of rewards in 5:4—5:9. Then Matthew unpacked 

and illustrated the elements of the Beatitudes in the rest of 

the Sermon, which itself was echoed and expanded in the 

remaining lectures in the book, and illustrated by the 

actions of Jesus in the narrative. I imagined a widening 

wedge, starting with the Beatitudes. I was finding the sense 

in the arrangement of the whole book as well as its parts. 

Another Walla Walla College School of Theolo-

gy curriculum revision committee in the 1990s 

and the teaching assignment from my encour-

aging peers pitched me forward into develop-

ing a new course on Spiritual Formation for incoming 

theology and religion majors team taught with Pastor Bill 

Knott, now of the Adventist Review. Utterly out of my league 

in terms of academic and personal preparation for a course 

on spirituality, I began to search for help. 

I walked into Jon Dybdahl's office at Andrews University 

and asked, "Jon, what is unique about Christian spirituality?" 

Wi thou t hesitation he said, "Repentance." Of course. 

Tha t was Jesus' mantra in Mat thew 4:17. His reminder 

gave me not 

only direction 

in the new 

course but 

also fresh 

impetus in 

revisiting the 

older course 

on the Ser-

mon on the 

Mount . 

Just a few 

verses before 

the Sermon on 

the Mount in 

chapters 5-7 , 

we see Jesus 

touring Galilee 

with the call, 

"Repent for the 

kingdom of 

heaven is at hand" (4:17; compare 3:2). I began to consider 

the tie between Jesus' public call for repentance and the 

Beatitudes that followed a few verses later in 5:1, 2, where 

he teaches the disciples and the crowds that followed him. 

Given Matthew's skills in development and Jesus' evi-

dent interest in both repentance and the kingdom, it 

seemed to me most unlikely that the call to repentance 



in light of the coming kingdom remained merely a slo-

gan encountered by the reader near the beginning of the 

book only to be left at the side of the road for other 

more important matters. If the Beatitudes were intended 

to take up the bare threads of Jesus' mantra to "Repent" 

and his announcement of the kingdom's nearness, then 

the first beatitude, at least, and others, as well, would 

need to be understood in the light of that mantra. 

In fact, the Beatitudes do take up the "kingdom of 

heaven" as the central reality encountered as one enters 

and leaves the Beatitudes (5:3, 5:10). Scholarly debates 

about how to interpret Matthew's version of the Beati-

tudes in light of Luke's quite different formulations of 

bo th the Beatitudes and the Woes or in light of Jewish 

understandings of the "poor" have to make room for 

Matthew's own views revealed by Matthew's intratextu-

al connections. 

I was driven by conviction from years of reading 

Matthew's careful work that he would not leave Jesus' 

mantra, "Repent for the kingdom of heaven is at hand," 

to languish on the side of the road, ignored and under-

developed. 

Instead, the Beatitudes emerged to me as an artful and 

accessible description of both repentance and the king-

dom of heaven. For Matthew, the "poor in spirit" (5:3) 

described the core of repentance. Surely not everyone 

who mourns (5:4) is or will be comforted. But surely those 

who mourn in the state of repentance will be comforted. 

If repentance is the appropriate response to the presence 

of the kingdom, it is also the appropriate entrance to the 

kingdom of heaven. 

Repentance for Matthew's Jesus is not a formal act but 

a profound movement, transforming the whole being. 

The meekness, the gentleness and accessibility of their 

Teacher (11:29), who himself has already received all 

authority in heaven and on earth (28:18-20), is to be met 

with the meekness, humility, and "teachableness" of the 

learners (5:5), willing now to set aside their own views 

about the kingdom and righteousness. 

Hungering and thirsting for righteousness (5:6), 

whether understood as holiness or justice or both, that 

intense desire to be a better person and to seek a better 

world, is the swelling bud that flowers in the final four 

beatitudes, where mercy, integrity, assertive peacemaking 

characterize the disciples' righteousness in a community 

of salt and light (5:7-10). 

It was coming together for me—the pieces were con-

nected: the call to repent, the beatitudes, and on to 

Matthew's vision of the community of salt and light. 

The expanding wedge started with that call to repen-

tance. W e may apply and expand our understanding of 

the Beatitudes beyond Matthew's description of repen-

tance in light of the coming kingdom of heaven. W e 

may insist on more. But we must start with that as most 

likely Matthew's intention. 

There were other important pieces that I cannot 

overlook in this brief recital of an exegetical 

journey toward spiritual truth. The austere rigor 

of the Sermon has led many interpreters and lay 

readers to see it as law instead of gospel. The warnings 

against anger and against sinning with the eyes, the call to 

perfection—all these the beginning student finds daunting. 

Should the Sermon on the Mount be retained as prepa-

ration for the Gospel by setting the standard of righteous-

ness too high for human achievement? Should it be seen 

as merely provisional, intended for the Jews of Jesus' time, 

in the interim awaiting the end of the world? W h y not 

admit that its author, a Jewish Christian scribe too closely 

tied to his perfectionistic past, misunderstood or even 

betrayed Jesus' message? 

T o o loyal myself to bo th Mat thew and Jesus to 

embrace any of these suggestions, I stumbled on the 

first beatitude. "Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs 

is the kingdom of heaven." "Is." Present tense. Estin. N o t 

in the future tense, like all the other verbs in the six 

next verses. Present tense. Why? And why hadn' t I 

noticed the "is" sooner? W h y take an "is" for granted? 

Somewhere in the countless cycles of repeating the Ser-

mon and the Beatitudes I heard the "is" in this first founda-

tional Beatitude and began reflecting on its implications. 

All the calls to righteous thought and action in the rest of 

the Sermon have to be read in light of that "is." If the Beati-

tudes connect up with Jesus' call to "repent" (4:16), then the 

first Beatitude is an offer of sheer grace, a present posses-

sion of or inclusion in the kingdom of heaven. 

Membership in the kingdom of heaven is not based on 

the achievement of ethical perfection or even the perform-

ance of a mature believer but on the response of the hum-

bled spirit to the presence of the kingdom. Those who 

acknowledge their brokenness in the presence of God are 



accounted as part of his kingdom. That kingdom is pres-

ent, though its full flowering remains a promise—the rea-

son for the future tense verbs used in describing all the 

other rewards in 5:4-9. 

The gap between Paul and Matthew's Jesus diminishes, 

if not completely disappears. Salvation becomes a present 

reality for the repentant. W e can say we are saved. As I 

coined it for my stu-

dents, "You are not on 

trial but in training." 

Mat thew presents 

repentance as the foun-

dation for all spiritual 

and ethical progress. 

Repentance becomes 

normative for the disci-

ple when understood as 

poverty in spirit and 

sensitivity to the conse-

quences of our ethical 

and moral failures, and 

by an appropriate 

humility and an intense 

desire for holiness. 

From this point of view, 

it is healthy, normal, 

and right to repent, to 

be in the process of 

repenting. 

It is morbid, abnor-

mal, and wrong to live 

and act otherwise. 

Repentance is but 

acknowledging the truth of my spiritual poverty in the pres-

ence of the One who knows much more about my spiritual 

poverty than I imagine. To lightly paraphrase Ellen Whi te , 

"Every advance in the life of the Spirit is marked by a 

deepening sense of repentance." 

However, to stop here would fall far short of represent-

ing Matthew's vision. So far, I have written of the disciple 

in the singular, as if Jesus had said, "Blessed is the one who 

is poor in spirit, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to 

him." Our English translations allow us to imagine that 

Jesus' words, "You are the light of the world," really mean 

This little light of mine." 

No, what Jesus had in mind was a community of the 

repentant. The Greek word, humeis, "you" in "You are the 

light," is plural, as the old King James Version clarifies, "Ye 

are the light of the world." Even the call to "Be ye there-

fore perfect" is addressed to the community as a whole. 

O n e does not develop spiritual maturity in isolation. Jesus 

did not envision a solitary goodness, a singular maturity.' 

T h e purpose of the good works of an enl ightening 

communi ty of the 

repentant is to lead 

to the praise of our 

Father, just as the 

praiseworthy deeds 

of children bring 

praise to the parent 

who brought them 

to life, and fed and 

trained them. But 

what good deeds 

dare the communi ty 

pursue? 

Mat thew pro-

vides six illustra-

tions in Mat thew 

5:21-48. T h e good 

works, alluded to in 

the Beatitudes and 

acclaimed in the call 

to let your light 

shine, are displayed 

in the six cases that 

follow—starting 

with the making of 

peace within the 

family as Jesus' way of keeping the commandment , "You 

shall not kill." A community not at peace with itself can-

not bring peace. 

But Jesus goes deeper. W e are to abort the evil deed 

while it is still in the womb of our heart. Vows of faithful-

ness are to be kept. Truth is to be spoken without props. 

In the final two illustrations, Jesus pushes us forward to 

deeds of assertive surprising love in the face of evil. Not 

only forego vengeance, but also "turn the other cheek" and 

"walk the second mile," disrupting the routinizations of 

violence and control. 

This is not a call to passivity, not a retreat to qui-

etism, but the assertive love for even the enemy. The 



call to perfec t ion or, more accurately, maturi ty, is issued 

r ight af ter the c o m m a n d to love the enemies and pray 

for the persecutors. 

This article cannot be comprehensive. I must 

soon stop. But first, here is one more vital 

insight. Listen to the apparent contradiction 

between Mat thew 5:16, "Let your light so shine 

before men that they may see your good works and give 

glory to your Father w h o is in heaven," and Mat thew 6:1, 

"Beware of practicing your righteousness before men in 

order to be seen by them; for then you will have no 

reward from your Father w h o is in heaven." 

T h e tension is clearly evident . It can only be 

resolved by recogniz ing tha t t he g o o d works to be wit-

nessed by men m e n t i o n e d in 5:16 are illustrated by the 

descr ipt ions of the g o o d works of t he r ighteous tha t 

fol low in M a t t h e w 5 :21-48 . Peacemaking, fai thfulness, 

integrity, assertive and loving responses to evil—these 

are to be on display. 

Howeve r , the men t ion of t he r ighteousness n o t to 

be wi tnessed by men (6:1) is fo l lowed by the descrip-

t ions of t he religious pract ices of alms, prayer , and fast-

ing in 6 :2 -18 , and character is t ic of t he pious in every 

rel igion. W i t h i n Judaism, these deeds of p ie ty can also 

be technica l ly descr ibed as "r ighteousness" ( compare 

Phil. 3:6). 

I suspect M a t t h e w intent ional ly edi ted Jesus' speech 

to give the hearers a jol t in 6:1 tha t could only be 

resolved by l is tening to the implicit resolut ion tha t fol-

lows. H e in tended tha t t hey listen carefully to wha t fol-

lows. For us, this means tha t Jesus acknowledges the 

spiritual disciplines of a religious communi ty . But in no 

way are these ever on display. 

T h e c o m m u n i t y of salt a n d l ight m a y k e e p t h e 

S a b b a t h b u t its m e m b e r s are n o t to be k n o w n as " the 

S a b b a t h keepers . " T h e c o m m u n i t y of Jesus ' a p p r e n -

t ices, as t h e co l lec t ive l ight of t h e wor ld , exists for 

t h e sake of t h e wor ld . Its g o o d w o r k s of mercy , 

in tegr i ty , p e a c e m a k i n g , and asser t ive love—not its 

re l ig ious exercises , vital as t h e y are for t h e b e n e f i t of 

t h e c o m m u n i t y — a r e to e n g a g e t h e hea r t and imagi-

na t ion of t h e wor ld . Besides, o n e does n o t t ake one 's 

pills in full v iew of t h e n e i g h b o r s . 

At the beginning of this article, I asked, 

"What if our community of faith, the Sev-

enth-day Adventist community, took more 

seriously its identity as a community of light 

and salt, obedient to the vision of Jesus and Matthew? W h a t 

sort of community would emerge from a faithful reading of 

the major address in that Gospel?" In this article, I have 

operated with the belief that faithfulness must start with a 

careful reading of the whole text. I have proposed a number 

of readings that I believe would enrich the traditional 

Adventist reading of the Sermon, to snatch a few verses 

here and there in support of distinctive Adventist beliefs. 

W h a t benefits might then accrue from our taking up 

Matthew's comprehensive vision of a communi ty of Jesus' 

apprentices? In response, I must lay aside any imagined 

exegetical authority I possess and simply offer suggestions 

as a fellow believer. 

Denominational attention would be directed to the 

weightier matters of the law like justice, mercy, and faithful-

ness (23:23). Local congregations would provide honest 

mutual support in the journey to maturity (18:1-34). T h e 

church would be a safe place to grow. And a renewed 

appreciation might arise for the mature moral vision of Ellen 

Whi te (or, if you prefer, the moral vision of the mature 

Ellen White). 

In summary, this would be a church wi th a ba lanced 

and realistic view of the normal spiritual life wi th the 

assurance of a present salvation for the repen tan t . It 

would be a church wi th humil i ty in place of religious 

arrogance; a church wi th a sense of ident i ty and mission 

b e y o n d po in t ing out w h o and wha t is dangerous out 

there; and a church wi th members w h o are actively and 

creatively loving their evil wor ld instead of isolating 

themselves f rom it. • 

Notes and References 
1. The switch between the singular and plural pronouns in the pro-

nouncements throughout the Sermon on the Mount allows for some 

debate—is the brief Lord's Prayer intended for public or private use, 

since it follows the command in the singular to go into one's closet to 

pray? Surely, if uttered by a solitary person the prayer's sentiments could 

only be claimed if that solitary pray-er was aware of a larger "our" and 

"us" for whom she was praying. 

E r n e s t J. B u r s e y teaches religion at the Florida Hospital College of Health 

Sciences, in Orlando, Florida. 
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Blest Be the Tie that Binds I BYJULI MILLER 

Blest be the tie that hinds 

Our hearts in Christian love! 

The fellowship of kindred minds 

Is like to that above. . . . 
(John Fawcette, 1772) 

If a dozen of us are present on Sabbath morning at 

the W o o d River Seventh-day Adventist Church, we 

consider it a good turnout. However, as we pass 

through the dramatic seasons of the Sun Valley, 

Idaho, area, we are blessed by a steady trickle of visitors 

w h o find their way to our nondescript brown sanctuary 

next to a discount gas station and no-frills motel. 

T h e faces that appeared in our pews in the past year 

represent an exhilarating tapestry of culture, talents, and 

dreams. From Jamaica came young bookkeeper Tammica 

with the gorgeous voice, after surfing "the Internet for an 

adventure" somewhere with snow, mountains, and a totally 

different kind of work. Emanouil, a veterinarian from Bul-

garia with a gigantic smile and laugh, was attending an 

international orthopedic veterinary conference here and 

checking out the legendary ski runs on Mount Baldy 

between sessions. Tianna, w h o will soon complete her 

degree at Brooks Institute of Photography in California 

before moving to Iceland, came here for a short internship 

with a local photographer whose portraits of horses and 

Native Americans have an international market. Ben, a 

pediatric neurosurgeon and author from the East Coast, 

was in town with his wife for a board meeting of a high-

profile retail organization. 

Young and restless and ponytailed Abram, escaping 

from an isolated stop along the river in northern Idaho, is 

doing a half-year stint with the U.S. Forest Service and 

revising his short stories during his time off. Mary, who 

had just spent a season working in Antarctica after living in 

Alaska, decided to hang out in Sun Valley while her 

boyfriend was traveling in South America. No t long ago, a 

New Zealand helicopter pilot who was part of the airborne 

assault on our Castle Rock wildfire lingered after potluck 

for a good afternoon visit before returning to the incident 

base camp. Just last week, a Romanian couple touring Idaho 

for ten days shared their stories of homeland persecution 

and pursuit of freedom and new careers in American. 

N o visitor goes unnoticed. You are quickly engulfed 

with questions, asked if you can play the piano, read a pas-

sage from Scripture, or present a worship hour message. 

W e insist you stay for potluck. 
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H o w would one describe the kind of relationship any of 

these visitors have with God? With the world? With their 

own heart or soul? With Adventism? Much remains a mys-

tery after our brief fellowship of a day, a few weeks, or 

sometimes a few months. Yet there is the immediate sense 

of kinship no matter the manifested or unknown differ-

ences. Each guest's time with our small congregation invig-

orates us long after the God-be-with-you's have been 

spoken. Perhaps this is what it felt like for one of the early 

small churches to get a letter of encouragement from the 

Apostle Paul. It reminds us of being part of something big-

ger, without boundaries of place or time. 

Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one, 

Our comforts and our cares. 

Once one has a certain exposure to Adventist culture, 

the world becomes both very large and very small. It 

expands because Adventism goes to all corners of the earth, 

and we hear and see the global stories as part of the Mis-

sion Spotlight moments at church and the reports of how 

"the work" is 

advancing in the 

various publica-

tions and broad-

casts. The 

Adventist world 

also shrinks the 

space between 

people. A popu-

lar idea today is 

that there are 

only six degrees 

of separation 

between people 

in a world flat-

tened by com-

merce and 

technology. 

Having some 

kind of link with 

Adventist culture 

probably shrinks 

the separation to 

a mere 1.5 

degrees. Within 

a few minutes, we can usually identify someone we both 

know somewhere on Earth. 

I am connected with people who represent a Whitman's 

Sampler box of beliefs and lifestyles as a result of having 

lived in many places, worked in numerous industries, and 

pursued an eclectic variety of personal passions. O n e thing 

that has always served as immediate common ground in all 

these realms of my life: growing up in an Adventist culture. 

This priceless passport I carry offers me special passage in 

this chaotic journey through an often heartbreaking and 

breathtaking world. Discovering that someone else shares 

even a tiny sliver of the same heritage is consistently a 

meaningful event, though they may not profess any current 

connection to those "Seventh-day-in-Venice" folks. 

After spying a couple cans of Worthington Choplets 

tucked behind the tomato sauce in another pilot's pantry, I 

could better explain why, among the two dozen or so 

pilots in a multistate group of pilots, she and I seemed to 

have the most similar approaches to many things related to 

flying as well as to life. During the years I recruited physi-

cians for hospitals or medical groups, seeing on a curricu-



lum vitae that someone had at tended an Adventist school 

somewhere along the way ensured that it would not take 

long for us to establish a good working relationship. 

W h e n I learn that the person next to me on a commer-

cial flight or conference session at tended an Adventist 

boarding school or college, we always have much to 

laugh and wonder about together. If someone mentions 

being in a band or choir in their youth, there is a 50 per-

cent probability they had some connection with Adven-

tist education. Identifying books of Uncle Arthur or Eric 

B. Hare in someone's library inevitably leads to rich remi-

niscing about one's chi ldhood and young imaginations. 

But we shall still he joined in heart, 

And hope to meet again. 

A member of Spectrum's editorial board, Jul i Miller is a marketing com-

munication consultant based in El Dorado Hills, California. 

Indeed, a good number of my closest friends today 

at tended an Adventist school with me but have not main-

tained church involvement. I also frequently see these last-

ing school-formed friendships among people where 

nobody in the circle would acknowledge any current ties 

with the Adventist Church. In fact, a common b o n d is 

often shared horror stories of school experiences or treat-

ment by church members or institutional representatives. 

But there is a tie. And I wish more of these brothers and 

sisters could feel they are still very welcome at family 

gatherings whenever and however they are able to be with 

us. Of course, we understand that as one grows up, one 

continuous to decide what one wants to keep, discard, 

remodel, or merely remember from one's past. But we miss 

them. Their total absence is a tragedy. 

I met Colleen as a coworker at an international consult-

ing firm in San Francisco in the early 1970s. I admire her 

superior intellect and wit, her stunning looks, and gracious 

charm, her Stanford and Harvard degrees, and her stellar 

performance with numerous successful Silicon Valley start-

up companies. 

As we have traveled widely together for more than thir-

ty years, she has witnessed the magical Global Positioning 

System and common citizenship that the Adventist culture 

affords me, opening doors and providing an instant sense 

of familiarity and unspoken understandings. She's never 

known anything quite like it. I can go anywhere and find 

someone w h o knows someone I know or w h o is familiar 

with people, traditions, music, foods, or literature, and stories 

I know, too. Colleen kept wondering how this happened. 

Could this somehow be duplicated for others seeking a uni-

versal sense of belonging? 

I finally brought her with me to one of my Takoma 

Academy class reunions. Because she knew me, she was 

treated as if she were a Takoman, as well. She loved final-

ly meet ing in person so many people she had heard me 

talk about for so many years. T h e y were even more fun 

and interesting than she had imagined. She would have 

traded me a lot of her stock options or some of her 

degrees for my Adventist heritage. 

In this era of social networks via the Internet, such as 

YouTube and FaceBook, the old-fashioned enduring 

power of the Adventist network is impressive. Log on! • 
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Call tO C o m m u n i t y A Liturgy Celebrating 

God's Call to Experience Authentic Community I BY CHARLES TEEL, JR. 

Editor's Note: This liturgy was created for the November 17, 2007, wor-

ship service during the Adventist Society for Religious Studies meeting in San 

Diego, California. 

Banners based on the Seven Churches hung at the front of the meeting 

room. Cultural artifacts from the Stahl Center Museum of Culture at La Sier-

ra University were displayed, along with clay candleholders made from the 

clays in the Sinai Peninsula, Jerusalem, and Bethlehem. 

Introducing the service and the work that is worship, the liturgist wrote: 

In worship, humankind draws on rite, symbol, sacred text, and shared 

tradition in enacting our best hopes and understandings of the Divine. By 

engaging in such activity we hold up what "ought to be" against what "is." 

Worship at once calls us to confession no less than to celebration. 

On this day as we celebrate our best hopes for authentic community, 

we are thus also called to confess how far we fall short. . . . More specific 

to our religious studies guild, major divisions exist with regard to how we 

approach the sacred text. And in such settings of "conflict" no less than in 

"concord," with Dietrich Bonhoeffer. . . we are called to kneel in humility 

before that One who is parent of us all, to seek reconciliation, and to give 

thanks for the gift of grace. 

Call to Worship 

Introduction 

Word 
ISAIAH 6 6 

Hear the word of Yahweh: 

Heaven is my throne and earth my footstool. 

I myself will come to gather all nations and races, 

and they will come and see my glory; 

And I will perform a sign among them. 

Distant coasts and islands that have never heard of me 

shall announce my glory among the nations. 

From every nation they shall bring countrymen on horses 

and camels, and in chariots and wagons 

as an offering to God. 

And from one Sabbath to another and from one new moon 

to another shall all people worship before me. 

Hymn 
"All People that on Earth D o Dwell" Vaughn Williams 

All people that on earth do dwell 

Sing to our G o d with cheerful voice. 

C o m e now with mirth, God's praise foretell; 

C o m e ye before G o d and rejoice. 

Know that our G o d is G o d indeed, 

W h o did without our aid us make. 

W e are the folk that G o d doth lead, 

And for his sheep he doth us take. 

O enter in God's gates with praise; 

Approach with joy God's courts unto. 

Praise, laud, and bless God's name always, 

For it is seemly so to do. 

For why the G o d of all is good, 

W h o s e mercy is forever sure, 

W h o s e truth at all times firmly stood, 

And shall from age to age endure. 

In unison: 

T o Father, Son, and Ho ly Ghost , 

T h e G o d whom heaven and earth adore; 

From all on Earth and angel host, 

Be praise and glory evermore. Amen. 

Invocation 

Call to Community From the Torah 
GENESIS L 

Hear and respond to the word of the Lord from the Torah: 

G o d said, 

Let us make humankind in our image, after our likeness: 



So God created persons male and female in God's image. 

God said, 

Be fruitful and multiply and replenish the earth 

and steward that creation which I give unto you. 

It was so. 

God saw everything that he had made. 

Behold, it was good. 

Call to Community From the Prophets 
M I C A H V I 

Hear and respond to the word of the Lord from the Prophets: 

With what shall I come before the Lord? 

And bow down before the exaulted God? 

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings? 

Shall I come before him with sacrifices? 

God has showed thee, my people, what is good; 

For what does God require of thee? 

To do justice, to love mercy, and 

to walk humbly with thy God. 

Call to Community From the Gospels 
M A T T H E W V 

Hear and respond to the word of the Lord from the Gospel: 

You are the salt of the earth, but if the salt has lost its savor 

how may its saltiness be restored? 

It is no longer good for anything, 

but is thrown out and trampled underfoot. 

You are the light of the world. 

A City built on a hill cannot be hid. 

No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the basket, 

but on the lamp stand and it gives light to all the house. 

Let your light shine before others 

so that they may see your good works. 

And they will give glory to your Father in heaven. 

Call to Community From the Primitive Church 
L CORINTHIANS XII /XI I I / ROMANS X 

Hear and respond to the word of the Lord from of the Apostle: 

Christ is like a single body with its many limbs and 

organs, which, though many, together make up one body. 

Indeed we were all brought into one body by baptism, 

in the one Spirit, whether we are Jews or Greeks, 

whether slaves or free. 

God has combined the various parts of the body that all 

its organs might feel the same concern for one another. 

If one organ suffers, they all suffer together. 

If one flourishes, they all rejoice together. 

Now you are Christ's body, and each members of it. 

Eagerly desire the greater gifts. 

N o w I will show you a more excellent way. 

If I speak in the tongues of humankind and of angels, 

But if I have not love, I am only a sounding gong or a 

clanging cymbal. 

If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries 

and all knowledge and if I have a faith that can move 

mountains, but if I have not love, 

I gain nothing. 

If I give all I possess to the poor and if I surrender my 

body to be burned, but if I have not love, 

I gain nothing. 

Love is patient, love is kind, love does not envy. 

Love does not boast, love is not proud. 

Love is not rude-, love is not self-seeking. 

Love is not easily angered. 

Love keeps no records of wrongs. 

Love does not delight in evil, 

but rejoices with the truth. 

Love always protects, always trusts, 

always hopes, always perseveres. 

Love never fails. 

But where there are prophesies, they will cease. 

Where there are tongues, they will be stilled. 

Where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 

Now we know in part and we prophesy in part. 

But when that which is perfect is come, 

That which is imperfect will disappear. 

When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I thought as a child, 

and I reasoned as a child. 

When I reached adulthood, I put away childish things. 

N o w we see through a glass darkly, 

But then we shall see face to face. 

Now we know in part, 

But then we shall know fully, even as we are known. 

And now abideth faith, hope, and love. 

But the greatest of these is love. 

Bless those who persecute you; 

bless and do not curse them. 

Rejoice with those who rejoice, 

weep with those who weep. 

Live in harmony with one another. 

Do not claim to be wiser than you are. 



D o not repay anyone evil for evil, 

But take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 

If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, 

live peaceably with all. 

Do not be overcome by evil, 

but overcome evil with good. 

Call to Community From 20th Century 
People of God 
"In Thee , In Me" 

Hear from traditional words translated by Mohandas Gbandi: 

In thee / In me / In all persons there dwelleth the O n e God. 

In all/ G o d suffers/ And G o d suffers for all; 

In all everywhere/ See thyself. 

Abandon this thy ignorant conceit 

W h i c h holds that thou are separate from other persons. 

"No Man is an Island" 

Hear the words of John Donne: 

N o one is an Island entire of it self; 

every one is a piece of the Cont inent , a part of the maine; 

any one's death diminishes me, because I am involved in 

Humankind; and therefore never send to know for w h o m 

the bell tolls; it tolls for thee. 

"Strength to Love" 

Hear the words of Martin Luther King, Jr. : 

Any religion that ends with the individual ends. All life is 

inter-related. W e are caught in an inescapable network of 

mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. W h a t affects 

one directly, affects all indirectly. 

"Life Together" 

Hear the words of Dietrich Bonboeffer: 

Uni ty shines more brightly in the conflict of wills than in 

concord, for as brothers and sisters disagree we are called 

to kneel in humility before the O n e w h o is parent of us all. 

Confession, Meditation, Benediction 
Let us in silence confess the conflict of wills we experience. 

Let us in silence celebrate the concord we experience. 

Hymn 
"Blest Be the Tie Tha t Binds" [An. Lowell Mason) 

Blest be the tie that binds 

O u r hearts in Christian love! 

T h e fellowship of kindred minds 

Is like to that above. 

Before the Creator's throne 

W e pour our ardent prayers; 

O u r fears, our hopes, our aims are one, 

O u r comforts, and our cares. 

W e share our mutual woes, 

O u r mutual burdens bear; 

And often for each other flows 

T h e sympathizing tear. 

W h e n we asunder part, 

It gives us inward pain; 

But we shall still be joined in heart, 

And hope to meet again. 

Homily 

Benedictory Hymn 
"For All T h e Sa in ts" Vaughn Williams 

For all the saints w h o from their labors rest, 

All w h o by faith before the world confessed. 

Your name, O Savior, be forever blest. 

Alleluia! Alleluia! 

You were their rock, their fortress, and their might: 

You, Lord, their captain in the well-fought fight; 

You, in the darkness drear, their one true light. 

Alleluia! Alleluia! 

O blest communion, fellowship divine! 

W e carry on and in thy glory shine; 

And all are one within your great design, 

Alleluia! Alleluia! 

T h e golden evening brightens in the west; 

Soon, soon to faithful warriors comes their rest. 

Sweet is the calm of paradise the blest. 

Alleluia! Alleluia! 

From earth's wide bounds, from ocean's farthest host, 

Th rough gates of pearl streams in the countless host, 

Singing to Father, Son, and Ho ly Ghost : 

Alleluia! Alleluia! 

Benediction 

Charles Teel, Jr., is professor of religion and society at La Sierra University 

and director of the Stahl Center for World Service. 
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The Road to Clarity: 
Seventh-day Adventism in Madagascar I REVIEWED BY RICH H A N N O N 

The Road to C lar i ty 

Seventfi-Da-̂  A<3ventt4m in Ma<3aga*car 

B 
EVA KELLER 

From September 1998 until May 2000, Eva Keller 

lived in northeastern Madagascar to study the 

Adventist Church, or more accurately, the ordinary 

people who comprised the local church communi-

ties. She lived with Adventist families, first for sixteen months 

in Maroantsetra, a coastal district government town of twenty 

thousand, then for four months in Sahameloka, a village of one 

thousand, twenty kilometers upriver, accessible only on foot. 

This fieldwork was initially in support of her disserta-

tion, which culminated in a Ph.D. in social anthropology 

from the London School of Economics in 2002. It was 

subsequently revised to create this book. 

T h e book is divided into three parts. Part 1 is an orien-

tation to the region and local Adventism. Part 2 tries to 

analyze the nature of the peoples commitment to Adven-

tism. Part 3 looks at the issues of integrating Adventism 

into the member's wider world. 

Keller, a non-Adventist, wanted to understand what 

might motivate someone to devote so much time to 

Adventism, to see what they would find attractive. T h e 

Introduction begins with a story of her accompanying 

members on a proselytizing weekend. Sabbath evening, 

after a long day of visiting and conducting services, she 

observed a young man intently studying his Bible, by can-

dlelight, for three and one-half hours. W h a t underlying, 

motivating passion would produce such involvement? T h e 

book's title attempts to embody her conclusion. She writes: 

The central Question this hook addresses concerns the nature of 

the attraction of Seventh-day Adventism for church members in 

Maroantsetra and Sahameloka. The answer to this Question, in a 

nutshell, is that it is the intellectual excitement linked to the 

process of studying the Bible that is the key to local people's com-

mitment to the Adventist church.... Bible study is perceived by 

the local Adventists to be the road to clarity. (l79) 

As you might expect, there is considerable sociology, anthro-

pology, and historical background found in the book. But the 

question I would raise is this: why might an educated, western-

ized Adventist find a book like this to be sufficiently interesting 

to actually read it? It is likely that many of us would have, at 

best, only a passing interest in anthropology, and even less inter-

est in Madagascar. Yes, it is a book concerned with Adventism, 

but in a context few of us are likely to confront. So what might 

we gain by spending time reading it? Life is busy enough. 

I can only respond to that question personally, but I 

think my answer might apply to others also. This book, 

which examines Adventism an inch wide and a mile deep 

in a radically unfamiliar context, has much to say to me 

about Adventism universally. It helps me understand what 

parts seem successfully to transcend culture and what parts 

fail. Tha t is valuable. 

Adventism is a worldwide church surprisingly monolithic in 

its implementation. Reading this book and also being a thor-

oughly acculturated Adventist, I was struck with how inflexibly 

at times an American-rooted church has tried to plant itself into 

such non-American soil. W e find unions, conferences, church-

es, and companies. There are Pathfinders, Sabbath School 

(even with the little bell rung to terminate lesson study), tithe 

envelopes, colporteuring, and Morning Watch books. 

Sometimes, familiar church programs and materials are 

instantiated there in ways that don't always fit and can 

have ridiculous results. For example: 

Because the text of every S t u d y G u i d e is, in literally translated 

versions, exactly the same around the world, it is inevitable that 

some lessons are, at least in part, inappropriate for readers in 

places like Sahameloka or Maroantsetra. On June 16, 1999, for 

example, it remained a complete mystery to everyone present in 

church, what on earth was to be understood by the term "New 

Age," upon which the day's lesson was based and which it criti-
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cized, but which I, being asked to explain this bizarre expression, 

could only partly succeed in clarifying. Moreover, the Study 

Guide is obviously not produced for readers with little formal 

education. Given the fact that most church members today live in 

countries of the Third World, this is rather surprising. However, 

the Adventists in Sahameloka and Maroantsetra never failed to 

make the text meaningful for themselves by concentrating on those 

passages to which they could relate. (87) 

O r c o n s i d e r h o w c o l p o r t e u r i n g w o r k s : 

[A] dozen members of the Adventist church in Maroantsetra 

town were employed by the church as professional door-to-door 

booksellers.... [PJractically all of these books were written in 

French, which most of those who sold them, and I guess many of 

those who bought them, could not read at all... These books are 

primarily produced for European readers and concern such things 

as healthy nutrition.... But to the people in Maroantsetra, the 

recipes presented would not make much sense even if they could 

read them, nor would they have the required ingredients—muesli, 

strawberries, fresh vegetables, soya milk—to prepare them.... 

The prize book for both sellers and potential buyers was a 

massive French Catholic Bible with golden page edges and rich in 

colorful illustrations of popes and cathedrals. I was extremely 

surprised that the Adventist church would distribute a Catholic 

Bible that glorifies the papacy.... This Bible cost the equivalent of 

a civil servant's monthly salary.... It was everyone's dream, 

including the members of the Adventist church, to own such a 

Bible.... The purpose of buying any of these books is quite clear-

ly possession and display. In fact people sometimes bought books 

that were still wrapped up in plastic solely on the basis of 

descriptions of what was to be found inside. (139—41) 

It is a l so i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t t h i s des i r e fo r "d i sp lay l i tera-

ture" s t a n d s in s h a r p c o n t r a s t t o h o w A d v e n t i s t m e m b e r s 

u s e t h e i r s t u d y Bibles. T h o s e b o o k s a re w o r n f r o m u s e a n d 

a p p e a r t o b e v i e w e d i n s t r u m e n t a l l y r a t h e r t h a n as r e v e r e n -

tial o b j e c t s in t h e m s e l v e s . 

H o w e v e r , m o r e in te res t ing t h a n misappl ica t ion is w h e r e 

t h e c h u r c h seems t o h a v e g o t t e n it right. Kel ler discusses a n d 

extens ive ly d o c u m e n t s h o w m e m b e r s are exc i ted b y the i r 

s tudy. T h e n o n d o g m a t i c c l imate s t imulates idea e x c h a n g e 

a n d e x c i t e m e n t f r o m s h a p i n g a w o r l d r ich w i t h m e a n i n g : 

Seventh-day Adventist practice in Maroantsetra and Sahameloka is 

of a distinctly Socratic nature. I chose the expression Soc ra t i c , 

because Bible study is aimed at understanding biblical truth through 

reflection and dialogue, rather than encouraging the consumption of 

ready-made doctrine... .In every context I was able to observe, Bible 

study was of a dialogical, discursive and participatory nature, and 

involved much intellectual engagement and critical thinking for those 

taking part. And indeed, it seems to be the vety activity of studying 

and learning, which fascinates and interests local church members, 

and which gives them pleasure, perhaps even more so than the 

answers they get from studying. Whenever I asked any of them 

what they liked about the Adventist church, their answers were sat-

urated with the word "to study" ( m i a n a t r a j . (l 14) 

T h e w o r l d v i e w of t h e A d v e n t i s t m e m b e r s Ke l l e r l i ved 

w i t h is, as m i g h t b e e x p e c t e d , o n e t h a t t ake s t h e Bible as 

c o m p l e t e l y l i teral a n d n o r m a t i v e . C o n s e q u e n t l y , y o u g e t 

"clar i ty" u p o n c o r r e c t u n d e r s t a n d i n g . T h i s p r o v i d e s m e a n -

i n g b u t is a lso a l i m i t i n g f ac to r : 

With time, I became knowledgeable about the basic facts of Adven-

tist doctrine, and familiar with Adventist practice. And the people 

who taught me noticed my growing expertise with delight.... In 

fact some people observed that I knew more about Adventist teach-

ings than many members of the church. However, I did not get 

baptized, and this puzzled many of my Adventist friends.... They 

would incjuire: "Is there anything which is not clear to you yet, 

anything that you haven't understood?"... The only reason they 

could think of for my not getting baptized, despite the fact that I 

had obviously acquired sufficient knowledge of the Bible, was that 

something must not be clear to me.... Nobody ever asked me 

whether I perhaps did not accept as true what I had learnt, (l 20) 

T h i s m i n d s e t of " o n c e y o u k n o w w h a t t h e Bible says y o u 

i nev i t ab ly s h o u l d c o n v e r t " r e s e m b l e s t h e w a y e v a n g e l i s m 

p r o c e e d e d u n i v e r s a l l y n o t t o o l o n g a g o . A d v e n t i s m h a s 

s t r u g g l e d w i t h h o w t o r e a c h p e o p l e w h o n o l o n g e r w a l k 

t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l g r o u n d Ke l le r f o u n d in M a d a g a s c a r . S h e 

d idn ' t c o n v e r t , in par t , b e c a u s e h e r w o r l d w a s m o r e c o m p l i -

c a t e d a n d t h e m o t i v a t i o n s p r o v i d e d h e r b y t h e local c h u r c h 

m e m b e r s w e r e i n a d e q u a t e fo r t h a t w o r l d . 

Vicar ious ly vis i t ing an A d v e n t i s m p l a n t e d in s u c h a differ-

e n t c u l t u r e fel t , f o r m e , a b i t l ike Al i ce m i g h t h a v e fel t in 

Through the Looking Glass. But I w a s we l l r e w a r d e d b y t h e in-

s ights I h o p e f u l l y g a i n e d in to m y o w n c h u r c h expe r i ence . • 

Rich H a n n o n is a software engineer who lives in Salt Lake City. His read-

ing interests focus on philosophy and medieval history. 
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t r ict) , t h e y felt p leased tha t it wou ld he lp to make 

the i r rel igion k n o w n to peop le e lsewhere . 

Q: Did you find Adventists in Madagascar deeply commit-

ted to Adventism? 

A: Yes indeed! To the extent that they are ready to face 

serious problems with their kin because of their commit-

ment to the church. 

Q: Do Malagasy Adventists interpret the Bible any differ-

ently than their Western counterparts? Overall, are they 

more conservative or more liberal in their interpretation 

of the Bible? 

A: As a non-Adven t i s t , I c a n n o t really answer this 

ques t ion . I can on ly m e n t i o n pe rhaps tha t m y Adven-

tist f r iends in my h o m e t o w n in Swi tzer land , w h o are 

themse lves deep ly c o m m i t t e d Advent i s t s and w h o 

have read m y b o o k wi th great interest , have c o m m e n t -

ed tha t the i r b ro the r s and sisters in Madagasca r seem 

to be m u c h more conserva t ive—not necessari ly in a 

nega t ive sense—than themselves . 

Q: Did you f ind areas where Adventist culture and beliefs 

clash with local and traditional culture and beliefs? 

When the two cultures diverge, which direction do the 

Adventists go? 

A: T h e third part of my book is dedicated to a discussion 

of what clashes there are and how Seventh-day Adventists 

deal with them. In a nutshell, one can say that the clashes 

concern fundamental aspects of Malagasy culture and that 

the Seventh-day Adventists try, as much as possible within 

the framework of their religion, to walk a conciliatory 

path. But conflict can often not be avoided. 

Q: There has been a lot of discussion about "true conver-

sion" and how to ensure baptized Adventists actually live 

according to Adventist morals and beliefs. Rwanda is the 

example people always come back to. (And of course 

there are plenty of Western Adventists who lie, steal, 

rape, and abuse.) When push comes to shove, would Mala-

A: There are the problems I ment ioned with non-Adventist 

kin. In the book I give an example of a man w h o insisted 

on not taking part at the exhumation of his own father. 

This is the ultimate insult toward one's kin in the eyes of 

the non-Adventist Malagasy. As a consequence, the man 

lost contact with most of his family—in a kin-based socie-

ty, this is dramatic. 

However , there were also people w h o seemed to sleep 

during Sabbath School or even, in a few cases, people w h o 

continued to engage with the ancestors secretly because 

they couldn't bear the conflict with their kin. But all in all, 

the Malagasy Adventists I know are deeply commit ted 

members of the church. 

Q: Are Adventist leaders in Madagascar mostly local people, 

or do church leaders tend to include Western missionaries 

or other foreigners? 

A: T h e y are all Malagasy, including in the capital city of 

Antananarivo, where the headquarters of the Indian Ocean 

Division is located. 

Q: How big is the Adventist church on the island? How does 

it compare to other religions in Madagascar? 

A: In 2003, about 0.5 percent of the overall populat ion 

in Madagascar was Adventist , t hough members are con-

cent ra ted in certain areas of the island and almost absent 

in others. In the town where I lived, about 1 percent 

were Adventists, and in the village almost 10 percent . In 

compar ison with the Cathol ic and the Protestant 

churches—to w h o m some 50 percent of the populat ion 

of Madagascar be long—the Adventis t church is tiny, bu t 

a m o n g the churches tha t have begun to grow only rela-

tively recent ly (evangelical and Pentecostal) , the Adven-

tist church is a m o n g the largest and growing fast. 

Q: Would you say the people of Madagascar are particularly 

susceptible to proselytizing religions? 

A: I don't know, but I don't see any reason why they 

should be more or less so than anybody else. However , 

one point that might be relevant is the fact that the writ-

ten word in general is considered by Malagasy people 



with awe. Almost anything written has high status. This 

has to do with the history of Madagascar. Although this is 

a complicated and ambiguous issue, perhaps this specifi-

cally Malagasy perception of the written word and of 

books makes a church that puts emphasis on reading and 

studying the Bible particularly attractive. 

Q: What kind of feedback have you received on your book? 

A: It has been very well received a m o n g social an thro-

pologists ( there have been several very favorable 

reviews in impor tan t academic journals) . And—what for 

me is in a way even more impor t an t—among members 

of t he Seven th-day Advent is t C h u r c h in Europe and the 

U n i t e d States. 

I also brought copies back to Madagascar to the Sev-

enth-day Adventist headquarters in the capital, to universi-

ty departments, and to my friends in Maroantsetra and 

Sahameloka. T h e y were all very pleased, especially Ranala 

Isaac (who was the pastor in Maroantsetra when I lived 

there), w h o was enthusiastic about the book's emphasis on 

study and learning. 

Q: What new project are you working on now? 

A: I am still work ing in the same region in Madagascar , 

t h o u g h on an entirely di f ferent research project . H o w -

ever, I con t inue to live wi th my Advent is t f r iends w h e n 

I am there . I present ly s tudy representa t ions of nature 

and nature conservat ion in Madagascar as well as in 

Switzer land. H 

The Road to Clarity is available from Amazon.com 

Read Adventist reviews of the Road to Clarity, by Stefan Hoschele, in 

Andrews University Seminary Studies 44 (autumn 2006), and by Rich Han-

non in Spectrum on page 75, above. 

E v a K e l l e r is a research fellow at the University of Zurich. She received 
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and Political Science in 2002. She is currently carrying out research on a 

national park in Madagascar. 

A l i t a B y r d received her masters in the history of international rela-

tions from the London School of Economics in 2001. She lives in 

Dublin, where she works as an online journalist for the national broad-

caster, and Spectrum. 
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Flame of Yah weh: Sexuality 
in the Old Testament R E V I E W E D BY J A M E S D. L O R E N Z 

As a pastor, I find few sermon 

topics more challenging than 

human sexuality, so when I 

heard about Richard David-

son ' s n e w b o o k Flame ofYahweh: Sexuality in 

the Old Testament, I was curious about this 

potential resource. 

W h e n I opened the box from Ama-

zon.com, I was immediately struck by 

two things: (1) h o w big this book is (844 

pages!); and (2) it's a book on sex with-

out pictures. I guess I don't have to 

worry about my adolescent son h id ing 

this t ome under his mattress unless he 

wants to sit up in bed. T h e sheer scope 

of this volume makes it bo th fascinating 

and not a little controversial. I found 

myself leafing th rough Flame ofYahweh, 

amazed at wha t it includes and wonder -

ing h o w the author would address certain 

passages. 

Davidson, professor of O l d Testament 

studies at the Seventh-day Adventist The-

ological Seminary, has written what is 

sure to be a landmark book on O l d Testa-

ment sexuality. Davidson states in the 

Introduction that he is a t tempting to 

bring back Edenic sexual wholeness—a 

wor thy aim. (Of note, Davidson's moth-

er-in-law, Alberta Mazat , wrote an Adven-

tist groundbreaking book called That 

Friday in Eden: Sharing and Enhancing Sexuality 

in Marriage, which came out in 1981 — 

seemingly about the time that Davidson 

started working on Flame ofYahweh.) 

Davidson's unblushing approach 

makes this book the equivalent of every-

th ing you wan ted to know about O l d 

Tes tament sexuality but were afraid to 

ask. O n e of the real values of the work is 

Davidson's exhaustive research of sexual 

practices not only of Israel, but also of 

the pagan cultures that surrounded it. 

Readers might be surprised by h o w per-

vasive the topic is in the Bible. Trust me, 

you will never read your Bible the same 

way again. 

Davidson targets three audiences: the 

Evangelical, Adventist , and scholarly 

communit ies . Whi l e Flame ofYahweh 

addresses the wider Evangelical commu-

nity wi th its more conservative approach 

to biblical interpretat ion and references 

to the communi ty itself, no doubt David-

son also had an eye on his own Adventist 

communi ty , wh ich is struggling wi th 

some of the same issues. 

Thankful ly , Davidson and his edi tor 

have not l imited the audience by using 

academic language. H e b r e w and Greek 

words are transli terated and translated, 

making this volume accessible to any 

serious Bible student , even those wi thout 

a biblical languages background. Flame of 

Yahweh might not be carried by the local 

Adventis t Book Center , but it reads more 

easily (and definitely more excitingly) 

than some books sold there. 

However , because Flame ofYahweh is 

also a first of its kind to br ing toge the r 

Flame of Yahweh: Sexuality in 
the Old Testament (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 2007), 
by Richard M. Davidson 

...for love is as strong 

as death, 

its jealousy unyielding 

as the grave. 

It burns like blazing fire, 

like a mighty flame. 

—Song of Songs 8:6 



Flame of Yahweh 
Sexuality in the Old Testament 

RICHARD M. DAVIDSON 
"This volume represents a most remarkable achievement. 
With encyclopedic breadth and extraordinary depth the 
author explores what the Old Testament has to say about every 
conceivable subject related to human sexuality. His discussions 
of the ancient Near Eastern cultural contexts, from which Old 
Testament writings emerged and to which they appear to have 
responded, are exceptional; and his treatment of specific biblical 
passages is generally balanced and thorough. Regardless where 
readers find themselves in debates concerning sexual morality or 
gender relations, in the future, all who embark on serious study 
of biblical perspectives on these issues would do well to start with 
Davidson's work. The bibliography alone takes up 140 pages!" 

— EXNIEL L. BLOCK, Professor of Old Testament, 
Wheaton College 

Richard M. Davidson is J. N. Andrews Professor of Old Testament 
Interpretation at Andrews University. He is the author of In the 
Footsteps of Joshua and A Love Song for the Sabbath as well as of 
many encyclopedia and journal articles. 
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deep and comprehens ive discussion on so m a n y aspects 

of O l d Tes t amen t sexuality (it has generous foo tno te s 

and almost two h u n d r e d pages of documen ta t i on in the 

back), no doub t the scholarly c o m m u n i t y will be forced 

to reference this work for years to come. 

Flame of Yahweh includes a discussion on Song of Songs, 

s o m e t h i n g a reader would expect , f rom which Davidson 

derives t h e book ' s t i t le and takes w h a t he sees as the 

Bible's u l t imate s t a t emen t on sexuali ty (8:6). It also 

includes discussions about marriage, divorce, and h o m o -

sexuality. Davidson not only delves into the per t inen t 

O l d Tes t amen t passages addressing homosexual i ty , bu t 

also frankly discusses re la ted practices and writ ings of 

the sur rounding pagan cultures. Given Davidson 's 

approach to Scripture and his target Evangelical audi-

ence, one is no t surprised on wh ich side of t he deba te 

he lands. But again, regardless of you r views on this 

topic , the b read th of discussion is one of t he work's real 

values. 

Mere ly read ing the table of con ten t s will n o t tell t he 

who le s tory of Davidson 's approach to various topics. 

H e willingly steps into the r ing wi th b o t h "loyalists" 

(read traditionalists) and "rejectionists" ( those w h o dis-

miss certain biblical passages outr ight) , so this b o o k has 

p len ty to at tract fire f rom b o t h sides, quite possibly its 

greatest r e c o m m e n d a t i o n to the reader. 

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of the b o o k is t he 

great l eng th to wh ich Davidson goes to demons t ra te 

wha t he calls "the h igh valuation of women" in the O l d 

Tes tament . H e r e Davidson leaves his Evangelical base 

and walks into the no-man's land be tween the two sides, 

invit ing wha t will no doub t be wi the r ing fire f rom loyal-

ists and rejectionists . 

Al though not directly addressed in the book, women's 

ordination seems to lie just benea th the surface. Davidson 

encourages "the c o v e n a n t c o m m u n i t y to ut i l ize and 

officially recognize the Sp i r i t -endowed leadership gifts 

of w o m e n in church and synagogue" (295). 

N o w I am in a quandary: h o w prominent ly should I 

display this impressive reference in my church office? I 

J a m e s D. Lorenz pastors the Woodside Seventh-day Adventist Church, 

in Sacramento, California. 
AVAILABLE T H R O U G H YOUR LOCAL BOOKSTORE 

FOR MORE INFORMATION VISIT US ONLINE AT 
WWW.HENDRICKSON.COM 
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S P ^ ^ ^ T R J L J i V l • advisorij council 

Adventist Forum 

Board Members 

Lee B l o u n t 

Woodbury, Minnesota 
Lee.Blount@morganstan-

ley.com 

El len Brodersen 

Harrisonburg, Virginia 
broder@clark-bradshaw.com 

Debbi Chr i s tensen 

DIRECTOR OF FINANCE 
Roseville, California 
treasurer@spectrum-
magazine.org 

Bonnie D w y e r 

EX OFFICIO 
Granite Bay, California 
edi tor@spectrum-
magazine.org 

L a w r e n c e G e r a t y 

Riverside, California 
lgeraty@lasierra.edu 

Gail Rice 

Riverside, California 
grice@llu.edu 

Char les Scr iven 

BOARD CHAIRMAN 
Kettering, Ohio 
charles.scriven@kcma.edu 

Brent S t a n y e r 

Spokane, Washington 
bstanyer@earthlink.net 

Chapter Presidents 

Adelaide, Austra l ia 
Steve Parker 

A n g w i n , Ca l i forn ia 
Greg Schneider 

Battle Creek, M i c h i g a n 
Elaine Haddock 
Eric Vetne 

Margarita Covarrubias 

January 2007 - January 2008 

Berr ien S p r i n g s , 

M i c h i g a n 

Art Robertson 

° a y t o n , Ohio 
Robert Smith 

Keene, Texas 

Robert R. Mendenhal l 

Glendale, Ca l i forn ia 

Jim Madden 

Lorna L inda, Ca l i forn ia 

Bernard Brandstater 

N e w York, N e w Y o r k 

Ron Lawson 

Orlando, F lor ida 

Ernie Bursey 

Oslo, N o r w a y 

Kristel Tonstad 

Pacific N o r t h w e s t 

Paul Eun 

Pleasant Hill, Ca l i forn ia 

Brantley Johnson 

Saint Paul, M i n n e s o t a 

Gary Blount 

S a n Diego, Ca l i forn ia 

Jim Kaatz 

S o u t h Brit ish C o l u m b i a 

M. Haluschak 

S o u t h e r n A d v e n t i s t 

Univers ity C a m p u s , 

Tennessee 

Raymond Thompson 

Spokane, W a s h i n g t o n 

Eric Magi 

Sydney, Austra l ia 

Burns McLean 

T a k o m a Park, M a r y l a n d 

Bryan Zervos 

Walla Walla, 

W a s h i n g t o n 

Helen Zolber 

Chapters wishing to 
be acknowledged in this 
list, please contact: 
ADVENTIST FORUMS 
(916) 774-1080 

Bruce and Audrey Anderson 
Terry and Jan Anderson* 
Len and Nan'cy Bailey* 
Leif and Grete Bakland 
Alita S. Barnes* 
Carla Lidner Baum 
Ted W. Benedict** 
Charles and Bonnie Bensonhaver** 
Robert and Georgene Bond 
Michael and Shelley Boyson* 
Carey D. Bozovich 
Joseph and Cynthia Bozovich* 
Bernard Brandstater** 
Floyd and Mary Brauer** 
M. L. S. Brown* 
Allan and Mildred Buller 
Wil fr ied M. Busse* 
Gerald and Barbara Chipeur* 
Ruth Christensen 
Glenn E. Coe* 
Humberto and Margarita Covarrubias* 
Marilyn and Michael Crane 
Arlyn Drew 
Merlyn C. and Rosemary Duerksen* 
Beth and Elwin D u n n * * 
James and Mary D u n n * * 
Kathleen and Robert Dunn 
Anders and Debra Engdahl* 
Linda and Dan Engeberg** 
Paul H. Eun* * 
Michel and Janene Evard** 
Donald Fillman 
Jere and Shelley Fox 
Fred and Cherie Galusha 
Lawrence and Gillian Geraty 
Konnie and Wil f red Geschke 
John and Syliva Gri f f in* 
Fritz Guy 
Rich and Sherri Hannon* 
Calvin and Shirley Hartnell 
Robert and Dolores Hasse* 
Dolores and Dennis Herzo** 
Edwin and Mariellyn Hill 
A loma and Doug Hughes* 
Eve Lou and Richard Hughes** 
John and Lee Hughes 
Judy and John Jacobson** 
Dannette Brandon Johnson 
David L. and Minu Johnson 
Jim and Averille Kaatz 
Gail Kendall 
Elton and Marga Ker r** 
Dorane and Wil l iam K ing * * 
Dolores and Dean Kinsey* 
Albert and Elizabeth Koppe l * * 
Ed and Bev Krick* 
Doreen M. and Irvin N. K u h n * * 
Richard and Nancy Kuykendall 
Tonya C. Lane* 

Anita Hilde Lang 
Yung and Carmen A. Lau** 
Elsa Lind 
Rae C. Lindsay** 
Felix and Lucille Lorenz** 
Leroy and Donna Lowrie* 
Ted and Linda Mackett 
Eino and Mary M a g i * * 
Eric and Cynthia M a g i * * 
Robert and Marguerite Marsh* 
Jim and Becky Ma t i ko* 
Donald McAdams* 
Vincent and Alice Melashenko 
Juli M i l le r * * 
Robert and Jacqueline Monc r ie f f * * 
Gloria Myers 
Dwayne and Judy Nash 
James and Adele Nelson 
Nona and George Nordby 
Steve and Carol Pawluk 
Howard and Judith Pires 
Maxine and Thomas Pit tman* 
Les and Joni Pitton * * 
The Roy Branson Student Bloggers' 

Society 
R. Marina and E. Gary Raines* 
Reuben A. Ramkissoon* 
R. Craig and Tracy L. Reynolds* 
Linden and Lianne Reeves 
Gail and Richard Rice 
E. Arthur and Debi J. Robertson** 
Joan and Carmen Sabate 

Thaïs and James Sadoyama** 
Elmar and Darilee Sakala** 
David and Beverly Sandquist 
David and Nancy Small 
Jaclin Smith 
Brent Stanyer and Helaina Boulieris 
Paul and Shelley Stokstad* 
Yvonne E. Stratton 
Darryl and Debbie Tan 
Carlene and Len Taylor** 
Betty Thacker 
Elaine and Gordon Thompson 
Rob and Floris Thomson 
Eric and Amabel M. Tsao 
Mitchell and Patsy Tyner 
John and Nancy V o g t * * 
Harry W a n g * 
Jere and Phyllis Webb 
Winona Winkler Wend th 
Rodney and Barbara Wi l la rd* * 
Joe and Barbara Wi l ley* 
John and Carolyn Wi l t 

L i f e t i m e Recognit ion: 
Contributions of $20,000 or more. 
** D i a m o n d : 

Contr ibut ions to date o f $10,000 to 
$19,999. 
*Gold: 
Contr ibut ions t o date of $5,000 to 
$9,999. 

Lifetime recognition 
Edward C . Al lred • Gary a n d Lee Blount • Bruce a n d Betty Bran-

son • Ellen H. Brodersen • Debbi a n d G l e n n Chr istensen • 

Molleurus a n d Dos C o u p e r u s • T h o m a s a n d Bonnie D w y e r • 

Alv in a n d Verla K w i r a m • David a n d B r o n w e n Larson • C l a u d i a 

a n d Kenneth Peterson • Robert O. Rausch • Judy a n d G o r d o n 

M. Rick • Char les Scriven a n d Rebekah W a n g Scriven • G o r d o n 

a n d Lovina Short • D o n a l d a n d Mildred Stilson • Gerhard Svrcek-

Seiler • Robin V a n d e r m o l e n 

Corporate gifts and grants 
Advent is t Health • C o f f e y C o m m u n i c a t i o n s , Inc. • Eye C a r e 

Assoc iates • T h e Or ion Char i tab le Foundat ion, Inc. • Versacare, Inc. 

• Wal la Wal la Genera l Hospital 

Membersh ip dues cover half t h e annual expenses o f AF's activities and publ i -
cations. Donat ions each year f r o m generous cont r ibutors f u n d the other 
half. The SPECTRUM ADVISORY COUNCIL is a g roup of c o m m i t t e d SPECTRUM 
supporters w h o cont r ibu te at least $500 per year, as wel l as business and 
professional advice, t o ensure the cont inuat ion o f t he journal 's open discussion 
of signif icant issues. For more in fo rmat ion , contact : 
D E B B I C H R I S T E N S E N • ADVENTIST FORUMS 
P.O. Box 619047 • Roseville, CA 95661-9047 
tel: (916) 774-1080 fax: (916) 791-4938 

mailto:broder@clark-bradshaw.com
mailto:lgeraty@lasierra.edu
mailto:grice@llu.edu
mailto:charles.scriven@kcma.edu
mailto:bstanyer@earthlink.net


A D R E A M OF 

By Andrew Cockerham 

looking 

through my history book, I fell 

into heresy 

past flames and faggots 

Gatl ing guns, atomic suicide bombs 

gas chambers and 

ca thar t ic murders and I 

falling 

thought of Sabellius 

the ancient heretic 

whose desperate move 

to prove there was no god 

but G o d split his church 

incurring 

the ire of the philosophers 

w h o said he said the Father 

suffered on 

the cross 

and I 

passing 

downward through a hall of 

smoking guns and 

mirrors 

began to see 

my face reflecting 

infinite desire for somegod tangible 

grasping 

for a handhold 

I hit the dirt 

forming 

a little image 

of myself (like G o d 

forming 

Adam) 

looked up and 

seeing 

Sabellius himself 

asked whether 

he meant what he said 

that God , for three days, 

was not 

anything 

and he 

said human vision was 

inadequate 

was all 

that we could see 

being 

mortal as we are 

blind to all 

the 0 £ o a 

that surrounds us, he said 

like vapor rings the moon 

shimmering 

know what a heretic knows: 

Nanking and W o u n d e d Knee, 

Jebus, Yerushalaim, al-Quds, Jerusalem 

Sarajevo and Calvary were crimes 

against 

Being 

( O n e G o d 

beside whom, much 

as I would wish, there is 

no Other ) 

Source: Nari Kirk, ed., Gadfly 2007 

(College Place, Wash: Walla Walla College 

English Department, 2007). 

and he said it was easier not to 


