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Adventists Through Academic Eyes

ists. I im agin ed  th em  to  b e  sectarian  and, 

frankly, u n p leasan t p e o p le  to  b e  w ith .

1 s o o n  r e a liz e d  th is  w as n o t  a t all 

th e  c a se , an d  th a t  th e y  w e re  p e r fe c t ly  

"n o rm a l"  p e o p le  a n d  e x tr e m e ly  n ic e , 

as m o s t  M a la g a s y  p e o p le  are . I w as 

re c e iv e d  w ith  w a rm th  an d  o p e n n e s s .

I w as a lso  s tru c k  b y  th e  im p o r ta n c e  

o f  "k n o w le d g e "  fo r  th e  S e v e n th -d a y  

A d v e n tis ts  in M a d a g a s c a r . T h e r e  is an  

e n tr y  to  th a t  e f fe c t  in  m y  fie ld  n o te s  

as e a r ly  as d a y  tw o . I w as ta k e n  a b a c k  

b e c a u s e  th is  w as n o t  a t all w h a t  1 h a d  

e x p e c te d . I h a d  e x p e c te d  n a rro w - 

m in d e d  fu n d a m e n ta lis ts  a n d  in s te a d  1 

fo u n d  o p e n -m in d e d , fr ie n d ly  p e o p le  

w h o  s e e m e d  to  b e  v e ry  c o n c e r n e d  

w ith  le a rn in g  fro m  th e  B ib le .

Q: Can you explain the main thesis you 
came to through your study in Mada- 
gascar? Why is Adventism  grow ing?

A: M y  stu d y  fo c u se s  n o t  so  m u c h  o n  

w h y  p e o p le  jo in  th e  c h u r c h , b u t

An Interview with Eva Keller I b y a l i t a b y r d

A: 1 first traveled to Madagascar in 
1987 together with a Swiss friend of 
mine who has family there. While 
traveling, we met a family in 
Maroantsetra [a seaport town on the 
east of the island], 1 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—1 decided to go and do 
my research where my friends lived.

1 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 tw o years among the  
M alagasy Adventist community. What 
w as your first impression of M alagasy 
Adventists? How did your impression  
change over the tim e you spent there?

A: I had assumed, completely wrongly as 
I found out, that the Malagasy Adven- 
tists would be very strict fundamental

Editor's Note: In 2005, Palgrave Macmillan 

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- 

demies 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 M adagascar?
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studies are "an inch wide and a mile 
deep.” This means that one usually 
lives for a long time in the same local 
community sharing people's daily 
lives, worries, and joys. In my case, I 
lived for the most part w ith the 
above-mentioned family in a small, 
almost rural, town, and 1 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. What 1 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 w illing 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.)

Though many of the people in 
Madagascar probably overestimat- 
ed the influence of my book (recall 
that most people have very little  
formal education and no experi- 
ence of the world beyond their dis- 

Continued on page 77. . .

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 com m unities?

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).

The 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 participate in some of 
the most fundamental kinship activi- 
ties in Madagascar—especially the 
communication w ith one's ancestors. 
For their kin who are not Adventists, 
which is the great majority, this is 
beyond comprehension and amounts 
to a refusal of kinship.

Q: Were the people open and honest 
and w illing to talk about their reli- 
gion? Where did you live w hile you 
w ere on the island? Did you travel 
throughout the island, or did you con- 
centrate on a few  com m unities?

A: As Rich Hannon writes so nicely in 
his review, social anthropological

rather why they remain in it, and on 
what they find fascinating once they 
are in it. The 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 activity that 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.

The 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 
w ill be clear and visible, where there 
w ill be no more doubt or misunder- 
standing about what is going on in 
the world, where those living in Par- 
adise together w ith 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"



gasy Adventists act according to their Adventist beliefs?

A: There are the problems I mentioned with non-Adventist 
kin. In the book 1 give an example of a man who 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 who seemed to sleep 
during Sabbath School or even, in a few cases, people who 
continued to engage with the ancestors secretly because 
they couldn’t bear the conflict w ith their kin. But all in all, 
the Malagasy Adventists 1 know are deeply committed 
members of the church.

Q: Are Adventist leaders in M adagascar m ostly local people, 
or do church leaders tend to include W estern m issionaries 
or other foreigners?

A: They 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 M adagascar?

A: In 2003, about 0.5 percent of the overall population 
in Madagascar was Adventist, though members are con- 
centrated 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 
comparison w ith the Catholic and the Protestant 
churches—to whom some 50 percent of the population 
of Madagascar belong—the Adventist church is tiny, but 
among the churches that have begun to grow only rela- 
tively recently (evangelical and Pentecostal), the Adven- 
tist church is among the largest and growing fast.

Q: Would you say the people of M adagascar are particularly  
susceptible to proselytizing religions?

A: 1 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
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tric t), they felt pleased that it would help to make 
their religion known to people elsewhere.

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 M alagasy A d ventists interpret the Bible any differ- 
ently  than their W estern counterparts? Overall, are they  
more conservative  or m ore liberal in th eir interpretation  
of the B ible?

A: As a non-Adventist, I cannot really answer this 
question. I can only mention perhaps that my Adven- 
tist friends in my hometown in Switzerland, who are 
themselves deeply committed Adventists and who 
have read my book w ith  great interest, have comment- 
ed that their brothers and sisters in Madagascar seem 
to be much more conservative—not necessarily in a 
negative sense—than themselves.

Q: Did you find  areas w here  A d ventist culture and beliefs  
clash w ith  local and trad itional cu lture and belie fs?
W hen the tw o  cultures d iverge, w hich direction do the  
A d ventists go?

A: The third part of my book is dedicated to a discussion 
of what clashes there are and how Seventh-day Adventists 
deal w ith 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 m orals and beliefs. Rwanda is the  
exam ple people a lw ays come back to. (And of course  
there are plenty of W estern Adventists w ho lie, steal, 
rape, and abuse.) W hen push com es to shove, w ould  M ala
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w ith  aw e. A lm o s t  a n y th in g  w ritte n  h a s  h ig h  sta tu s. T h is  

h a s  to  d o  w ith  th e  h is to r y  o f  M a d a g a sc a r . A lth o u g h  th is  is 

a c o m p lic a te d  a n d  a m b ig u o u s  issu e, p e rh a p s  th is  s p e c ifi-  

c a lly  M a la g a s y  p e r c e p t io n  o f  th e  w rit te n  w o rd  a n d  o f  

b o o k s  m a k e s  a c h u r c h  th a t  p u ts e m p h a s is  o n  re a d in g  an d  

s tu d y in g  th e  B ib le  p a rtic u la r ly  a ttra c tiv e .

Q: W hat kind of feedback have you received on your book?

A: It  h a s  b e e n  v e r y  w e ll r e c e iv e d  a m o n g  s o c ia l  a n th r o -  

p o lo g is t s  ( t h e r e  h a v e  b e e n  s e v e ra l  v e r y  fa v o r a b le  

re v ie w s  in  im p o r ta n t  a c a d e m ic  jo u r n a ls ) .  A n d — w h a t  fo r  

m e  is in  a w a y  e v e n  m o r e  im p o r ta n t— a m o n g  m e m b e r s  

o f  t h e  S e v e n t h - d a y  A d v e n t is t  C h u r c h  in E u r o p e  a n d  th e  

U n i t e d  S ta te s .

I a lso  b r o u g h t  c o p ie s  b a c k  to  M a d a g a s c a r  to  th e  S e v -  

e n th -d a y  A d v e n tis t  h e a d q u a rte rs  in  th e  c a p ita l , to  u n iv ersi- 

ty  d e p a r tm e n ts , an d  to  m y  frie n d s  in M a r o a n ts e tr a  an d  

S a h a m e lo k a . T h e y  w e re  all v e ry  p le a se d , e s p e c ia lly  R an ala  

Isa a c  (w h o  w as th e  p a s to r  in M a r o a n ts e tr a  w h e n  I liv ed  

th e r e ) ,  w h o  w as e n th u s ia s t ic  a b o u t th e  b o o k 's  e m p h a s is  o n  

s tu d y  a n d  le a rn in g .

Q: W hat new  project are you working on now ?

A: I am  s t il l  w o r k in g  in  t h e  s a m e  r e g io n  in  M a d a g a s c a r ,  

th o u g h  o n  an  e n t i r e ly  d if f e r e n t  r e s e a r c h  p r o je c t .  H o w -  

e v e r , I c o n t in u e  to  liv e  w ith  m y  A d v e n t is t  fr ie n d s  w h e n  

I am  th e r e .  I p r e s e n t ly  s tu d y  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  n a tu re  

a n d  n a tu r e  c o n s e r v a t io n  in M a d a g a s c a r  as w e ll as in 

S w itz e r la n d . I

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.
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Alita Byrd received her masters in the history of international rela- 
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