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Name That Tune | BY BONNIE DWYER

What is the title of the most famous Adventist hymn?
Think Voice of Prophecy.
Is it “Lift up the Trumpet?”
Think Wayne Hooper.
Is it “We Have This Hope?”

I
t’s both. And the two songs have now been combined
into a magisterial production number for the upcom-
ing General Conference in San Antonio. Arranged by
Williams Costa (director of the General Conference

communication department) for orchestra, choir, and chil-
dren’s choir, the sheet music was distributed at Annual
Council in October 2014, along with a DVD with tracks
to use in rehearsal.

When I talked to Jim Hooper, son of Wayne, about the
new arrangement, I asked what his father might have
thought of having his most famous composition used in
this way. “He would have loved it,” Jim said. 

Talking about Adventist hymns always make me think
of Wayne Hooper and James White. To me, they are the
Adventist hymnal heroes: James, for publishing the very
first hymnal and for helping us sing our way through the
Great Disappointment. And then Hooper for his work on
the 1985 hymnal. In the 1970s, Hooper began his cam-
paign for a new hymnal by bringing to the attention of the
brethren how long it had been since the previous hymnal
was published, in 1941. Once a committee had finally
been appointed, Hooper worked full-time on the project
for four years, writing arrangements and making sure
everything was in order. Then he spent another six years
working on a companion book to go with the hymnal,
with stories and details about each song.

Perhaps it is time to sing that tune again about the 
need for a new hymnal, now that it has been thirty years
since the last hymnal was published. Worship music has
changed significantly in that time. And as Kendra Haloviak

Valentine reminds us in her article on hymnody in this
issue, singing together is important. Ron Lawson shows
us in his piece how it is fragmenting. Richard Hickam 
of the Florida Hospital Church recently pointed out to
us that, unlike in past years, for the upcoming General
Conference there has not been an invitation to musicians
to create new music. 

In addition to music, we look at Bible reading in this
issue. The study process created by the Theology of Ordi-
nation Study Committee revealed the difficulties that we
have reading the Bible together. Three different scriptural
interpretations emerged around the topic of women’s ordi-
nation. Somer George tells us about how those readings
were presented at Annual Council in 2014, as she recounts
her experience as a lay delegate to the General Conference
annual meeting. 

We have three people helping us think about how we
read the Bible: Smuts van Rooyen, James Londis, and Tim-
othy Floyd. Each generation reads in a different manner,
we learn from Floyd. Van Rooyen takes us to the text that
shows God’s priorities as we read. Londis helps us see how
reading affects our own story as a church.

This issue’s exegesis of our community life includes a
look at Adventist television media in North America. And
we close with a tribute to the exegesis of existence as expe-
rienced through the music of Franz Schubert. Check our
website for links to the music in the Schubert story. 

Janene Evard, our cover artist, created her exuberant art
piece while at her home in the Swiss Alps and titled it “Joy
Upon the Mountain.” 

We wish you joy as 2014 comes to a close, and we look
forward to good times singing and reading together in
2015. n

Bonnie Dwyer is editor of Spectrum magazine.

EDITORIAL n from the editor
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“Very simply—I want honesty.”—Søren Kierkegaard

I
f the person who is forgiven much can love much, as
Jesus said, such a person can also face self-deception
and begin to overcome it. The virtues grow in the soil
of grace. What is true for the individual, moreover, is

true for the community: grace can burn away our sins. And
now, with the new flowering of Ellen White scholarship, 
it is high time—again—for honesty about the church’s
prophet. What Kierkegaard said in his criticism of the
church in Denmark, each of us must also say.

As recently as October, the editors of the Adventist Review
published, in the monthly edition called Adventist World, an
important sermon that declared the “Spirit of Prophecy”—
Ellen White’s prophetic ministry—to be “absolutely reli-
able.” This phrase is admirable for its clarity and does
produce, as good prose will, a shock of recognition. But
what we recognize is that the claim the phrase expresses is
not true. Given all we’ve learned since the 1970s, it comes

across as sheer denial, even as willful disregard of truth. And
you cannot read Ellen Harmon White: American Prophet, the
just-published Oxford University Press volume edited by
Terrie Dopp Aamodt, the late Gary Land, and Ronald L.
Numbers, without realizing all of this anew. 

This book was written mainly by persons with links to
Adventism. Nineteen of the 22 contributors are Adventist
by current practice or background. More than half have
given their lives to the church and its mission. The 18
essays and illuminating foreword peek into corners of Ellen
White’s life not yet fully explored and constitute an
undoubtable challenge to the convention that grants her, 
as one contributor puts it, “a status very close to fundamen-
talist inerrancy.” You can’t think this challenge comes to
nothing without willing to look away.

These scholars describe a woman who was, especially by
the standards of her day, truly remarkable. Ellen White was
insightful and visionary; confident, ready to stand up to
men, gutsy in the face of controversy; tenacious and effec-
tive as a leader. She was and is our prophet, and the book
gives us great reason to admire her. But Ellen White was
also flawed. She said things that were wrong; used passages
from other writers (including the historical errors) as if they
were her own; fell short of sufficient humility and openness
about her own finitude and brokenness. 

Some were aware of these things even while she was alive,
and vigorous debate concerning Ellen White’s authority fol-
lowed her death in 1915. The winners, as we all know, were
the ones who ascribed to her a kind of “fundamentalist
inerrancy.” Their influence, moreover, kept the transcript of
the 1919 Bible Conference, where key conversations took
place, hidden from general view. So most of today’s older
Adventists grew up not realizing there was any doubt about
what had come to be Ellen White orthodoxy. But the tran-
script from that conference eventually became public; and
even before that, scholars began to review her life and work

What Shall We Do with Ellen White? | BY CHARLES SCRIVEN

from the forum chairman n EDITORIAL

C
O

LL
A

G
E 

BY
 L

A
U

RA
 L

A
M

A
R 

/ 
A

M
PH

O
RA

: 
W

W
W

.V
IL

LA
.C

U
LT

U
RE

.F
R_

M
ED

IA
TH

EQ
U

E_
C

O
M

M
U

N
S



4 spectrum VOLUME 42 ISSUE 4 n fall 2014

using the standards of contemporary historiogra-
phy. Now everyone who reads with an honest
heart knows that the old orthodoxy fails. Although
Ellen Harmon White underscores the substantial rea-
sons to appreciate its subject, the book also rein-
forces the perception we now have that she was a
fully earthen vessel, deficient and incomplete.

But disagreements about all this—disagree-
ments amounting to communal brokenness—will
doubtless persist. Paradigm shifts are like dream
monsters, scary and beyond our control. What
shall we do? 

Part of the difficulty is that the church came
to have an unhealthy dependence on Ellen
White’s advice. In a paper presented last summer
to a conference at Friedensau Adventist Universi-
ty on Adventists and World War I, Gilbert
Valentine, a professor at La Sierra University,
described the frustration church leaders felt
when Ellen White could not help settle ques-
tions related to the demands of the military.
Eighty-six years old at the outbreak of World
War I, she was too weak to come to the table,
and confronting life without a functioning prophet
was bewildering. For many, the prospect of life
without an infallible prophet is alike bewildering. 

Whatever we do, then, we must do with stud-
ied pastoral sensitivity. 

A good first step would be to cut the overstate-
ment. Traits attributable to God alone should not
be attributed to Ellen White or anyone else. And
not only must we stop using phrases that mislead,
we must explain why. Ellen White herself said that
“God and heaven alone are infallible” (Review and
Herald, July 26, 1892). And from the greater light of
Scripture we learn the same: “God is in heaven”
and we “upon earth” (Ecclesiastes 5:2); God’s
“ways” and “thoughts” are “higher” than ours (Isa-
iah 55:8, 9); here and now we “know in part and
we prophesy in part” (1 Corinthians 13:9, 10). I
don’t know what could be clearer, except that it’s
still not clear to conventional Adventism. From the
press and the pulpit, these passages should be
repeated again and again—not to discourage us but
to make us truthful as well as passionate in faith.

Another step would be to grant, again repeat-

edly, the brokenness of many of the great heroes
of our faith. David, the beloved composer of
many Psalms, was at one point a murderous adul-
terer. Jonah ran away from responsibility, and
after a second response to the divine calling,
pouted over an outcome he did not expect or
want. Or consider these examples from later
than biblical times: Martin Luther heaped venom
on the Jews and supported violence against his
Christian enemies; Martin Luther King cheated
on his wife and plagiarized parts of his doctoral
dissertation. Most of us admire these people and
quote them without reluctance. We’re troubled,
to be sure, but we adjust to the reality that those
who speak for God fall short. 

Still another step would be to tell the good sto-
ries and quote the best quotes with open, grateful
hearts. No one should roar into the Michigan
camp meeting bent on sledgehammer iconoclasm.
Such a thing would do needless harm and be itself
dishonest. Ellen White was a smart, persuasive,
and farsighted leader. She stood tall when women
were deemed undeserving of the vote, let alone
leadership in society and church. As the key
shaper of our heritage she offers wisdom we need
to hear. We can no longer listen uncritically, but
we can still listen, and we should. Her guts, for
one thing, could inspire us to show some guts. 

Biff Loman, the elder son in Death of a Sales-
man, bursts out angrily, “We never told the truth
for ten minutes in this house!” The Loman house
was dysfunctional, and dysfunction threatens
ours. We cannot fool our way—or lie our way—
into faithfulness and flourishing. We have to tell
the truth.

Dan Jackson, the North American Division
president, ended a sermon at the Division’s 2014
year-end meetings by saying emphatically, 
“I love the Seventh-day Adventist movement. 
It. Will. Not. Fail.” But it will fail—unless we tell
the truth. He and his fellow leaders, and all
those, like you and me, whose sway is some
smaller corner of the church’s life, have an ever-
more urgent responsibility, and it is this: 

We. Must. Tell. The. Truth.  n

Charles Scriven chairs Adventist Forum.

We cannot 

fool our way—

or lie our
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An Annual Council Delegate’s Memoirs

My Place at the Table
Thoughts on being nominated to the General
Conference Executive Committee

BY SOMER GEORGE

201 1
There was not a single person wearing jeans.
Other than me. In fact, what I thought was a
nice, put-together, if a bit casual outfit suddenly
felt way out of place. It was as if I had shown up
at a formal cocktail party in yoga pants and run-
ning shoes. The anxiety about my appearance
suddenly disappeared when I heard my name
shouted across the lobby of the General Confer-
ence building, “Somer!” 

I looked up and saw, walking toward me, an
old friend, one I had not seen for nearly 15
years, whom I had last met on another conti-
nent. Peter and I had worked at a summer day
camp together in our teens and twenties, both
in the United States and in his native country
of Slovakia. Neither of us expected to meet
the other, years later, at the General Confer-
ence Annual Council meetings. And yet this
unexpected meeting with Peter made me relax
a bit and decide that maybe, just maybe, I
would stay, jeans and all. 

In spite of the fact that I have been a Sev-
enth-day Adventist most of my life, I had
never heard of the Executive Committee of
the General Conference; if it ever came up, I
didn’t pay any attention. So when I received a
letter in the mail informing me that I was a

member of this committee, I was confused.
What was this about, and how did I become a
member? Did I want to be a member? 

At first I set the letter aside, too busy with
young children and graduate school to focus 
on something as random as this. But when I
received another letter in the mail, this one
congratulating me on my committee member
status, I decided to at least investigate and
determine whether this was something I wanted
to be a part of.

I soon realized that the GC Executive Com-
mittee is the highest governing body of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. It is made up of
General Conference officers, Division and
Union leadership, plus a few lay people (you
know, for diversity). At the committee’s Annual
Council meetings each October, “leaders from
around the world meet to discuss the church’s
finances and resolve issues within the church”

View of the 2014 Annual Council
Meeting at the General Conference.
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(according to Wikipedia). 
Apparently my name had been taken to the

committee for delegate consideration by
someone I know who was a General Confer-
ence officer. The fact that I was a woman,
under 40, and active in the church surely influ-
enced my being chosen. 

And yet I felt torn. On one hand, this felt
like an honor, and an unusual opportunity.
On the other hand, my skepticism about my
church and its leadership left me feeling
reluctant. Would this bolster my sometimes
shaky faith in the church, or might it feed my
growing concern about the way things were
being run? Did I really want to know what
was going on at the highest levels of the
church? Or would I be better off letting
someone else take my spot, someone who
could lend 100-percent support where I had
mostly curiosity and doubt. 

Eventually, the curiosity won out. Plus, I’d
get to stay in a hotel room for free for a cou-
ple nights and eat out every day. How bad
could that be? 

So here I was, in 2011, at my first meeting,
dramatically underdressed and feeling appre-
hensive amid a sea of black suits. And not only
was I wearing jeans (with a nice shirt and scarf)
but I was also late. I had opted to bring my hus-
band and kids with me for the weekend, and
though I had intended to check in to the hotel
and change clothes before attending the Friday
evening meeting, I made a last-minute decision
to stop by the building instead to register and
check things out while hubby and kids went to
the hotel. After the picture was taken for my
badge, I was handed a binder the size of a brief-
case, and then Peter and I walked together into
the auditorium. 

I was immediately struck by how few
women I saw in the crowd. My anxiety shifted
slightly to irritation. Is it only men who make
decisions for our church? I didn’t realize at the
time that many of the women present that
night were wives of delegates and GC
employees. Most of them would later disap-

pear when business meetings began. 
On Sabbath, there was a sermon by Ted

Wilson, with a generous number of lengthy
Ellen G. White quotes on the screen. I
worked to quietly occupy my children while
he spoke of “the blueprint” and his “vision for
the cities.” The next few days were a blur of
reports and church business. While the videos
and presentations from each Division were
often interesting and even inspiring, it also
felt like each one was shouting, “Look at us!
Look at all the wonderful things we are doing
to further the work! God is blessing us so
much! Yeah! Beat that!” But, of course, in
much more spiritual language.

As the days went by, I had the strong feel-
ing that I had become invisible. No one was
unfriendly, but no one was very welcoming
either; no eye contact, no smiles, no small talk.
Men of all nations treated me as if I were not
even there. They were about the important
business of the church; I was only a layperson,
a “young person,” not to mention a woman. 

I suppose I was part of the problem. I knew
no one but Peter, and I didn’t take much initia-
tive to make connections with anyone but the
few other women laypeople. I felt a sort of kin-
ship with these women from New Zealand,
Argentina, Michigan, South Africa, Zimbabwe.
We might have different views on ordination or
church policy, but we were connected because
of our gender, and our scarcity. By the end of
the session, I knew I had made new friends. 

When the General Conference archivist
mentioned that nearly 60 percent of the
church membership is women, I looked
around me and wondered, Where are the
women? Why are there so few of us present
here? How is it that a room full of men in
their sixties is making the decisions that
impact our church? I’m glad there is diversity
in culture, but how about diversity in age?
Diversity in gender? Suddenly, I began to feel
angry. Maybe this was the way of worldly
government, but we are the church, the body
of Christ. Our entire church is based at least

The culmination

of years of

study by the

Theology of

Ordination Study

Committee

(TOSC) would be

presented and

voted on. So

why wasn’t my

heart in it?
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partly on the writings of a woman whom we
constantly quote as authoritative. How could
the numbers be so unbalanced? 

Soon there was more fuel added to the fire.
A motion was brought to the floor to allow
“commissioned” (and not just ordained) individ-
uals to become Conference presidents.
Although it was argued that this would open up
opportunities of leadership for both men and
women who are not ordained, the conversation
(of course) focused on the “women” aspect. The
discussion began. And quite a discussion it was.
Although Ted Wilson was the chair, he began
by giving his opinion on the motion. Of
course, the president’s opinion carries a great
deal of weight, particularly within certain cul-
tures, and few seemed willing to speak against
him. The highlight for me was when Ella Sim-
mons, one of the general vice presidents of the
General Conference, stood and spoke. Her
words were strong, laced with emotion, and I
felt myself cry out a silent “AMEN!” as she
spoke of the (now overused) term, “unity in
diversity.” Finally, the vote was tallied: 117, yes,
167, no. The body had spoken. And women
were denied entry once again. 

I suddenly realized why this elected group
was almost entirely men. With the exception
of a few lay members, Division and Union sec-
retaries, and General Conference employees,
everyone was male because of the requirement
that to be a president, one must be ordained.
Women could not be ordained, and therefore
they could not become Conference, Union, or
Division presidents. Since Conference, Union,
and Division presidents make up the majority
of this governing body, women would continue
to be under-represented.

I left the meetings with a sour taste in my
mouth, and were it not for friends I had made,
I would have said that I’d have a hard time
returning. When I got home, very few seemed
to care much about the issue anyway; only my
close friends even knew I had been a delegate.
The people from my small church knew noth-
ing of the GC Executive Committee or Annual

Council meetings; only a few even knew the
name of the GC president. I quickly put the
meetings behind me.

Yet sometimes the questions would return.
As a woman in the church, did I really have a
voice? Was I just a token member on this com-
mittee? Would my opinions be heard? I had
always been a supporter of cultural diversity,
but I found myself fighting back resentment
toward my brothers in Africa and South Ameri-
ca whom I felt looked at me as less able than
they to lead. Was I prideful? Probably. In my
mind I critiqued their logic and concluded what
seemed to me to be their unfair discrimination.

Over the course of that next year, Unions
began to take action. I followed along in Spec-
trum and Adventist Today, which seemed to be the
only places I could get honest news on what
was happening. I quietly supported these “rogue”
conferences as they made a move that validated
the work that many women had been doing for
years, and finally made a public recognition of
their calling. And there was much talk, which I
followed with interest, about what would hap-
pen at the next Annual Council. Would the
conferences that appointed or ordained women
be rebuked? Disfellowshiped? Could they disfel-
lowship an entire Union? Would these actions
be accepted? Would it break the church? I was
secretly proud to be a part of one of these
unions that moved forward according to con-
science rather than just playing by the rules. 

I stayed. 

I am here.

Sometimes 

I know why 

that is. 

Other times 

I don’t have 

a clue.

Michael L. Ryan, a General
Conference vice president

and chair of the ordina-
tion session, waits as del-

egates vote on Tuesday,
Oct. 14, 2014. V
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2012
This year the anticipation was high. My heart was
warmed as I sat in on the meeting of North Amer-
ican Division delegates and listened to the Pacific
Union president share his experience of his wish
to stay out of the fray, and the Lord clearly com-
pelling him to stand up for the women of the
church. It was one of those moments when I felt
like, I can stay. I am welcome. There are good
men here who will not limit whatever God may
call me (or anyone else) to do. 

Then came Mark Finley’s sermon about unity
in the church. It was well delivered, as usual, and
spoke to the way that these issues were resolved
by the apostles in the early Christian church. It
was clearly intended to guide and form the fol-
lowing conversation. But what was difficult were
the strong statements that others made afterward
about how clearly the Holy Spirit had guided the
committee that drafted the statement of rebuke
to the rebel conferences. Can one dare argue
with the decision of the Holy Spirit? When the
president says, “The Holy Spirit was clearly pres-
ent and led us to this,” how difficult it must be to
choose to vote in opposition. And of course, very
few did. Fortunately, while the document did not
accept the actions of the unions, it also did little
more than offer a rebuke and deny recognition 
to the women who had already been ordained.
Several delegates stood up calling on the unions
to repent, but most spoke in support of the 
document. I was disappointed that neither the
president of the Columbia Union or that of 
the Pacific Union was given time to speak and
explain why they had made the decision that
they did to allow women as Conference leaders. 

I continued to feel somewhat invisible
throughout the week, but I enjoyed seeing the
friends I had made the previous year. I loved
the fact that some had their babies or young
children with them and were still able to par-
ticipate. My only real conversation with any
delegate who was not a layperson was over
lunch with Clinton Wahlen from the Biblical
Research Institute. While I disagreed strongly

with his opinion regarding male headship, he
took the time to inquire about my opinion,
and he listened. I appreciated his willingness
to speak and his gentle spirit, even as I felt
constrained and boxed in by his perspective.

As I drove home that year, I could not shake
the feeling of oppression that hung over me. I
wanted to leave. I wanted to feel freedom.
These did not feel like my people. I knew that
God was bigger than all of this. How could it
be that all of these people were as prayerful and
godly as they seemed, and yet there could be
this much spiritual pressure to conform? These
questions lingered with me over the next year.

2013
The 2013 meetings were much more low-key.
Nothing highly contentious, just business as
usual. There was that chance meeting with Ella
Simmons in the women’s restroom where I
expressed my appreciation for her leadership. She
embraced me, and after a short conversation,
where I know I saw tears in her eyes, and I felt
them in mine as well, she said with conviction,
“There is still room for us here. Don’t give up.”
And while I do not personally feel called to
become a pastor or to be ordained, I pass on
those words to all the women out there who
have heard that call from God that they cannot
ignore, and for whom the church’s recognition
would mean so much more than just a pay raise. 

This year I spent even more time with the
friends I had met the years before. We had
lunch together in the General Conference cafe-
teria and talked about our families, our lives
back home, and the things that we shared in
common. One evening, a group of us went out
to dinner together, and as we talked and
laughed, I looked around and marveled. Here
we were, a group of women from four different
continents, enjoying an experience that few
people ever get to have. We are connected by
our shared womanhood, motherhood, and faith,
and the fact that we are part of the same church
that in many ways bridges language and culture.

Time for 

presentation

number three . . .

women are 

a second choice,

to be utilized 

in case of 

“emergency,”

but not 

God’s ideal.

Really?
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2014
By the time 2014 rolled around, I found
myself feeling increasingly apathetic about
the meetings. This was supposed to be a big
one, the last before the GC Session in San
Antonio in 2015. The culmination of years of
study by the Theology of Ordination Study
Committee (TOSC) would be presented and
voted on. So why wasn’t my heart in it? 

Maybe it was because I was feeling maxed
out on life with two kids, a career, and an
adult daughter moving back home with her
two children. With continued wars in the
Middle East, the crisis on our border, children
starving all over the world, I just couldn’t
muster up the energy for Annual Council. I
had also come to terms (sort of) with the fact
that my church didn’t feel so much like mine
anymore. I loved my church for the friends it
gave me, the emphasis on Jesus, health, and
the Sabbath. But whether it was the “remnant”
church and had the absolute truth was less
important. I didn’t feel the drive to reform it
or change it, but instead to simply live my life
with as much integrity as I could.

I still loved worshiping with my friends and
the fact that we had shared values; I still loved
my local Adventist school with its safe environ-
ment and feeling of community for my kids; 
I still loved God and believed that he loved me.
Whether we all agreed on topics like women’s
ordination, homosexuality, or creation timelines
didn’t matter. And yet that didn’t mean I didn’t
care about the issues. I cared a lot, and maybe that
was the problem. My caring made it difficult at
times to want to stick around. I felt less earnest
and yet more honest this time. I wasn’t worried
about my clothes or fitting in. I wasn’t offended
by men who walked right past me without notic-
ing I was there. Honestly, what I wanted most
was to take a nap in my hotel room, read some
books, and write about what I was experiencing.

I had once thought of studying theology, of
becoming a pastor. I had been in leadership
roles in some earlier times. I was deeply inter-

ested in the Bible and in people. I had been
affirmed by some, and yet I had this feeling
that there might not be room for me. And
honestly, I don’t regret that. Knowing myself
as I do now, the pastoral calling would have
been a difficult choice. 

And I love my career. I am a counselor. I
work with adoptive and foster families, doing
assessments of attachment relationships and
providing help to parents who are struggling
to meet their children’s needs. My boss is a
man. I work with men and women. I am never
made to feel that I cannot play a leadership
role or that I am limited by my gender. When
at work, I am me. I have freedom. I am not
placed in a box and expected to stay there.

I showed up at Annual Council Monday
morning, having opted to stay home over the
weekend with my husband and kids. I spent the
morning listening to financial reports and some
debate over wording of the church’s fundamen-
tal beliefs. While I like the idea of using gen-
der-inclusive language, other changes seem to
narrow the meaning of fundamental doctrines
and leave less room for question. For some, this
is important to do; to me it feels a bit too tight. 

After lunch I meet a friend, and we’re off to
downtown Washington DC for an early din-
ner and concert. I wonder briefly what I am
missing at the meetings, with a twinge of guilt,
but finally I feel relaxed and free to be myself
for a while. At the concert the mood is uplift-
ing and even worshipful at times, an interest-
ing experience for a secular concert. In this
room I feel alive and welcomed. People are
smiling and joyful. I am not stifled or con-
fined. Here I could be a drummer, or a pastor,
or even a president. Here I can stand by men
who see me not only as a woman but also as a
person. Why does this feel more like church?

That night I stay up too late talking with
my friend, analyzing the personalities of Ted
Wilson, Mark Finley, Jan Paulsen, and even
Ellen White (yes, we have a strange way of
having fun). I wake up early the next day and
make it to the meetings ten minutes early.

She embraced

me and said 

with conviction,

“There is still

room for 

us here. Don’t

give up.”
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Today is the big day. Today is the day that we decide
whether or not women can be ordained. 

As I walk toward the door, my heart is beating to the
words, “Why I stayed.” You may remember when stories 
and videos of domestic violence were in our news feed,
and the Twitter campaign that encouraged women 
to explain why they stayed in these relationships where
they were being mistreated. (Do not get me wrong: 
I am not comparing the church to a violent spouse.) 
The phrase repeated itself over and over in my mind as I
walked to the front door. Why have I stayed? Why am 
I still here? The questions seemed almost more important
than the answers. Because the questions say something: 
I stayed. I am here. Sometimes I know why that is. Other
times I don’t have a clue. But, nonetheless, I stayed. 
And I continue to stay. Maybe, for now, that is enough.

In the first session, Artur Stele, chair of TOSC, stated
that the one thing he learned from the experience of
being on the study committee is that people do not
change their minds; and I knew that he was right. The
statement on the theology of ordination was agreed upon,
by TOSC and by us. That was the easy part. It was this
troublesome question of women that was so contentious.
We prayed and prayed and prayed some more, as though,
if we pleaded enough with God, he would hear our
prayers and make us all agree. He declined.

Three differing positions were presented. When 
Clinton Wahlen got up, I began feeling anxious. As he
spoke, I had to consciously keep from fidgeting; I
looked around, trying to determine the reactions of
others. He presents so nicely, so clearly; I began to fear
that everyone would believe him. But, please, Lord, let
him not be right. I can’t stay if he’s right. 

And then he’s done and we are on to position number
two. This one is more like a sermon, less like a lecture. No
slideshow. His arguments are compelling. But he places
less emphasis on ordination itself and more on refuting
headship theology and advocating the freedom of women
to teach and preach. Come on, now. I’m going a little off
track here, but are we really still debating this one?
Whether women can teach and preach or not? If not, then
let’s stop arguing about it and all go home and put on our
head coverings. The prophet of this church taught and
preached and had authority over men (and still does).
Maybe it was given to her by God, rather than by a docu-
ment from the church, but is that any less significant? We
have women teaching and preaching all over the world.
What exactly is it that we’re considering here? Are we
really wondering whether women should be made to stop?

According to the statement we agreed on, ordination is
the church “publicly recognizing those whom the Lord
has called and equipped for local and global Church min-
istry” (“Consensus Statement on a Seventh-day Adventist
Theology of Ordination,” p. 21). It seems that the stick-
ing point must be the statement that says that ordination
also “confers representative authority upon individuals for
the specific work of ministry to which they are appoint-
ed” (p. 21). This does not “convey special qualities” or
introduce “kingly hierarchy” (pp. 21, 22). It does not give
the one who is ordained authority over the male and
female membership, but it does give representational
authority. And this representative authority and public
recognition, it seems, is what women cannot have. 

But back to the presentation. Smoothly delivered, refut-
ing the points made by the previous speaker concerning
headship theology. Women can be called, can do whatev-
er work God gives them to do; and as a church we should
recognize that without getting hung up on gender.

We break for lunch. I decide to skip the crowd and the
long wait for lunch and return to my hotel room for a quick
nap. Then back to the meetings. I drive back ten minutes
early, but the parking lot is completely full. By the time I
find parking and get to the auditorium I am ten minutes
late. I take my seat and watch another Division’s presenta-
tion on evangelism. Time for presentation number three. 

This one is pleasantly presented as well, and sounds so
reasonable and moderate. Except for one thing—women
are a second choice, to be utilized in case of “emergency,”
but not God’s ideal. Really? While it may not be more
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And so 

the saga 

continues. . . .

And this is 

my church, like

it or not.

offensive than choice number one, it’s still diffi-
cult to accept. It’s not a case of “men are the
head over women, period,” but God would like
men to be over women because that’s best. 
If that doesn’t happen, God will concede to let
women fill positions of leadership.

With very little discussion, the three reports
are accepted by vote.

Then comes the part we’ve all been waiting for
. . . time to discuss the reports and put it to a vote.
Elder Wilson stands up to the microphone. He
explains that all the GC officers along with the
Division presidents have gotten together and
drafted a document that will be sent to the GC
Session for a vote. Copies of this document are
passed around, and I read through it. It sounds
reasonable. Wait, though. At the end it says that
the Executive Committee refers the question 
of whether women can be ordained by division
or not to the GC Session in San Antonio. 

What? Weren’t we assured last year that
there would be a decision here? A recommen-
dation from us to take to the GC Session?
That after all these years, this question would
be resolved once and for all? And weren’t we
at least going to discuss the three positions
that had been presented? 

Apparently this was not the case. According
to Ted Wilson, the agreement among the mem-
bers of General Conference and Division Offi-
cers (GCDO) committee was unanimous. There
had been a “sweet spirit” among them, and with
much prayer it was clear that the Holy Spirit had
led them to this decision. The only question left
was to decide if the Holy Spirit was correct (my
words, not his!). A motion was made to accept
the document containing the question (of
whether to allow Divisions to choose to ordain
women) being sent to the GC Session where it
belongs. It was seconded, and discussion ensued. 

But not discussion about the three positions
on women’s ordination. Instead, it was discus-
sion on whether we should decide this question
now or pass the buck forward (once again).
While there were many who supported the
document, others encouraged the group to

“take the leadership,” “get this thing done—
we’ve been debating this for years.” Discussion
was cordial and contained. There were brief
moments of passion, but most seemed resigned. 

I considered going to the mic. But my argu-
ments were about the topic of ordination
itself, not over whether to vote that day or to
wait until 2015. In the moment I wasn’t sure
what made more sense concerning the actual
motion and did not feel prepared to speak to
that issue. Finally the vote was taken, and the
document was endorsed. The entire question
would be sent to the next GC Session and not
decided at Annual Council.

And it was a good thing, because it was 6:00
p.m., and no more time had been allotted for dis-
cussion. What if, after all of those hours of
debate, we decided not to vote yes, not to pass it
on to San Antonio? What if we wanted to discuss
the issue itself and send on a recommendation?
Then what? How did they know which way the
decision would go and plan the time accordingly?

And so the saga continues. The debate will
continue in San Antonio next year with a
much bigger group. And unless they decide to
let divisions decide on the issue themselves,
the struggle will not end. 

And me? I’m still here. The issues come and
they go. I get mad, I feel resigned. I am joyful
and connected. I feel alone and out of place. I
speak up. I stay quiet. Whatever happens here,
life will continue on. And this is my church,
like it or not. n

Somer George lives on a farm with her husband and

two young children in New Market, Virginia. She works

with foster and adoptive families, providing parent-child

evaluations and teaching parents how to

form healthy attachment relationships

with their children. She is co-leader of a

house church, which is part of a larger

network in the Potomac Conference of

Seventh-day Adventists.

See Somer’s poem, “My Church,” on the back cover.
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About Building Shrines on the Mountaintop
Matthew 17:1–13, Luke 9:28–36 | BY SMUTS VAN ROOYEN 

I
’ve suggested a few embarrassing things in my life,

so I’m not overly inclined to pass judgment on

Peter. But Luke does not seem to share my sensi-

bilities. He comes right out and says of the apos-

tle, “He did not know what he was saying” (Luke 9:33).

That is, Peter was significantly obtuse. Matthew is not

as candid but clearly shared Luke’s sentiments. And how

did Peter succeed in putting his foot in his mouth? Well,

on the Mount of Transfiguration he made an impulsive

suggestion, and to Jesus at that: “Lord, . . . if you wish, I

will put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses

and one for Elijah” (Matthew 17:4). Now even when

one makes allowances for the fact that Peter had been

overwhelmed by the splendor of the occasion (imagine

Christ transfigured from head to toe, shining like the

sun, and Moses and Elijah casually dropping in from

heaven), his proposal was out of line.  

Clearly, certain equivalencies should never be
implied, let alone plainly stated, in good company.
Moses (representing the law) and Elijah (representing
the prophets) must not be put on an equal or competi-
tive footing with Jesus, ever. There simply are no
grounds for equality between creature and Creator,
between mere word and the Word. Three shrines just
will not do. But Peter, speaking off the top of his head,
proposed just that. 

Mercifully the heavenly Father interrupted the apos-
tle’s ineptitude midstream, “while he was still speaking,”
quickly wrapping him in a cloud to conceal his naiveté,
and proclaimed, “ ‘This is my Son, whom I love, with
him I am well pleased. Listen to him!’ ” At this, Peter
and his two colleagues fell terrified and nose first to the
ground. But Jesus gently touched them by turn, perhaps
on the cheek, and when they looked up, “they saw no
one except Jesus” (v. 6).

So what is the point of this story? Well, it’s a story

about hermeneutics. That’s right, hermeneutics. But it 
is about hermeneutics in its large contours rather than
in its micro-specifics such as grammar and syntax. 

Any good tracker knows that you cannot make effi-
cient headway following spoor by only observing
details such as broken twigs and bent blades of grass.
Progress demands understanding the overall shape of
the terrain, the big picture, to see which way the quarry
you are pursuing would tend to go. 

This magnificent story gives us the big picture by
placing Jesus at the heart of Christian hermeneutics. It
designates for Christians whose voice is the supreme
authority within the Bible. So, yes, the face of Moses
shines beautifully like the sun and is certainly not with-
out light, but it dims when compared to the complete
splendor of Christ, whose feet, head, body, and cloth-
ing scintillate with unbearable brilliance. In short, the
final authority on earth has been appointed, and neither
Moses nor Elijah is it. 

The supremacy of Jesus to discriminate what holds and
does not hold in the Law and the Prophets is also empha-
sized by other New Testament writers. The apostle John
makes this astounding assertion about the Word: “In him
was life, and that life was the light of all mankind” (John
1:4). It’s simple; his life is the normative light. 

Then too there are the opening verses of the epistle to
the Hebrews, which argue that although God has spoken
to us in the past by the prophets, he has now spoken to
us by his Son, who is, amongst other things, the radiance
of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being.
Which of the prophets has such credentials? There is an
exactitude about Jesus in representing God that does not
hold for the prophets. Christians believe that by means of
the Incarnation God himself walked among us for thirty-
some years and explained himself to us during that time
in a normative fashion. Therefore all views of God given

DISCUSSED | Mount of Transfiguration, hermeneutics, supremacy of Jesus, authoritative internal guide, the kingdom of God
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by the prophets before that incredible incarna-
tional event are lesser light. Moreover, all views
of God given by prophets after the Incarnation
also are lesser light. Everything must ultimately
be evaluated by the spirit of Jesus. 

Some of us might be asking what makes it
necessary to call the absolute authority of the
Law and the Prophets into question in the first
place. Must they not be taken at face value as
a final “that’s that” in their view of God and of
life? To concede such is to leave us stuck in a
cultural and ethical morass that paralyzes and
confuses our walk with God. Did God really
instruct Samuel to tell a lie when he went to
anoint David (1 Samuel 16:1–4)? Was an evil
spirit sent by God to tempt Saul to throw his
spear at David (1 Samuel 18:10)? Did God
encourage Israel to own slaves, albeit only
from other nations (Leviticus 25:44)? Is it still
permissible to take an eye for an eye and a
tooth for a tooth (Leviticus 24:19, 20)? Should
we stone incorrigible children and Sabbath
breakers (Exodus 35:2)? 

Such issues make it clear that we desper-
ately need an authoritative internal guide, 
a canon within the canon to help us through
our scriptural troubles, and to protect the

character of God. We simply cannot, as Peter
does, treat everything in the Scriptures as
having equivalence because of our philoso-
phy of inspiration and thus leave Jesus side-
lined. Everything in life and in the whole
Bible must be held up to his life. 

But the authority of the spirit of Jesus does
much more than help us cope with the per-
plexities of the Old Testament. It brings in
the kingdom of God. A green sheen of wheat-
blade pushed up by an eager germination of
seed suddenly shimmers across our farm. The
gleam soon becomes a field of sturdy plants
fresh-swelled with top-heavy clusters of seed.
And finally it sun ripens white to rolling
estates of nutritious wheat, ready for baking
fresh bread. The kingdom is here! 

When Christ arrived, unheard-of benefits
came to humanity with him. Consider the
joyful inclusion of the Gentiles (that’s us!)
within the people of God; and the writing of
the law upon our hearts in the New
Covenant; and the rush of the Spirit wind
through our tired souls; and, of course, the
revelation of a heavenly Abba who loves us.
It’s enough to take one’s breath away. 

The coming of the beloved Son who pleas-
es the Father was a seismic event that pushed
up a new mountain range onto our flat
hermeneutical plain. Now we can see farther
and more clearly than ever before, and the
view is awesome.  n

Smuts van Rooyen is, in his own words, a retired, over-

weight pastor who came to trust God when he finally under-

stood how utterly God loved him, and he

presumes to make the attribution that God

has called him to preach. He has a PhD in

counseling psychology from Andrews Uni-

versity and an ABD (all but the dissertation)

from the University of South Africa.

In short, the

final authority

on earth has

been appointed,

and neither

Moses nor 

Elijah is it.
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The transfigured Christ in white robes
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The Hermeneutics of Disappointment: What Does the “Delay”
of Jesus’ Coming Do to the Adventist Story? | BY JAMES J. LONDIS

DISCUSSED | Parousia, delay, Great Disappointment, conservative hermeneutic, end-time signs, Elder N. C. Wilson, the Adventist story

R
oy Allan Anderson’s preaching about the
nearness of Christ’s parousia, or second
coming, inflamed my teenage imagination
like nothing I had ever heard before.

Hearing him preach (in Carnegie Hall, no less) that
“Jesus is coming soon,” almost certainly in my lifetime,
jolted me into a transformation that my mother and
absent agnostic father could not fathom. Raised in a
neighborhood of sexual predators, bookies, and gangs, I
felt that my true family no longer dwelled in a tenement
apartment on Neptune Avenue. I moved emotionally to
Brooklyn’s Washington Avenue Seventh-day Adventist
Church. A “new” story would chart my future. That first
year, I attended Sabbath School, church, MV meeting,
choir practice, and prayer meeting almost every week.

One year later, with a brazenness and fearlessness
that characterize teenage brains, Ron Halvorsen and I
conducted evangelistic meetings in our Coney Island
neighborhood. When a reporter from the New York
Herald Tribune showed up to interview us, we felt “drunk”
with success. Even the young pastors helping us were
taken aback by this turn of events. However, when the
article appeared under the headline, “Teenage Gangsters
Turn Evangelists,” our mothers were furious. Still, televi-
sion host Virginia Graham wanted us to appear on her
fledgling program, “Food for Thought.” Her final ques-
tion in the interview was this: “What message do you
want to give to the youth of America?” 

“Jesus is coming soon and you need to get ready,” we
answered. Strange things can happen to people seized
by William Miller’s passion. 

As my Adventist education progressed, I better
understood Miller’s excitement at deciphering Daniel’s
prophecies. After all, what is more important than the
climax of human history? Because of his fervor, the nine-
teenth-century Adventist story was born. 

What has interested me of late is the hermeneutic on
which Miller’s analysis was based. In his 64-page tract,
Evidence From Scripture and History of the Second Coming of
Christ, About the Year 1844; Exhibited in a Course of Lectures, he
makes clear that his approach grew out of the
hermeneutic employed by the Protestant orthodoxy of
the Reformation, the same one employed by the early
church fathers. Listen to what he says: 

As prophecy is a language somewhat different from other parts
of Scripture, owing to its having been revealed in vision, and
that highly figurative, yet God in his wisdom has so interwoven
the several prophecies, that the events foretold are not all told by
one prophet, and although they lived and prophesied in different
ages of the world, yet they tell us the same things; so you take
away one, and a link will be wanting. There is a general con-
nection through the whole; like a well-regulated community they
all move in unison, speaking the same things, observing the same
rules, so that a Bible reader may almost with propriety suppose,
let him read in what prophecy he may, that he is reading the
same prophet, the same author. This will appear evident to any
one who will compare scripture with scripture. For example, see
Dan. xii. 1, Matt. xxiv. 21. Isa. xlvii. 8. Zeph. ii. 15, Rev.
xviii. 7. There never was a book written that has a better con-
nection and harmony than the Bible, and yet it has the appear-
ance of a great store-house full of all the precious commodities
the heart could desire, thrown in promiscuously; therefore, the
biblical student must select and bring together every part of the
subject he wishes to investigate, from every part of the Bible; then
let every word have its own Scripture meaning, every sentence its
proper bearing, and have no contradiction, and your theory will
and must of necessity be correct. Truth is one undeviating path,
that grows brighter and brighter the more it is trodden; it needs
no plausible arguments nor pompous dress to make it more
bright, for the more naked and simple the fact, the stronger the
truth appears.1
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What are we 

to make 

of being here

two thousand–

plus years 

after Jesus’ 

resurrection?

As the 1844 movement evolved into the Sev-
enth-day Adventist Church, more specificity
was given to this hermeneutic. For example, this
idea came into view: if God is the single author
and the various writers record divine thoughts,
Scripture is infallible in its teaching and largely
inerrant in its language. Currently, in agreement
with most conservative and fundamentalist the-
ologians, many of our scholars argue that Scrip-
ture is unlike any other book and therefore authenticates
itself. Human reason, while necessary to read and interpret
it, must bow to its presentation of human history and sci-
ence. As a result, historical research is limited in
its ability to gain access to the true nature of
Scripture. One prominent Adventist theologian
has written that when a prophecy foretells apoc-
alyptic or eschatological events, it is not “condi-
tional” as other prophecies might be.2

In 1986 the Adventist Church officially
adopted this very conservative hermeneutic at
the Rio de Janeiro Annual Council and is
known as the “Seventh-day Adventist
Hermeneutic,” even though a significant num-
ber of Adventist scholars were never consulted
on it nor would support it at the present time.
The complete treatment is available in a docu-
ment called “Methods of Bible Study.” 3 When
Ted Wilson was elected General Conference
president, he referred to this hermeneutic dur-
ing his inaugural sermon in Atlanta and urged
the church not to be tempted by the “histori-
cal-critical method.”

While 1844 did not see the coming of Jesus,
it did indicate for our founders that the
prophetic “time of the end” had begun and that
his arrival was “very soon.” The judgment-hour
message of the three angels in Revelation 14
meant that our people were given the task of
preparing the world for his imminent return.
People thought in terms of decades at most.

In our lifetime?
Every evangelistic meeting I attended back in
the middle sixties reiterated an urgent message
in fairly graphic imagery: Given the prolifera-
tion of nuclear weapons, we were “one minute

to midnight.” Russia’s race into space meant
the end of the world was near. Adventist
preachers combed the headlines for world
events that could be seen as “signs” that Christ
was about to appear.

Fast-forward to twenty years later. Early in
Elder Neal Wilson’s presidency of the church,
he invited a number of laypeople, pastors,
teachers, and administrators to meet with him
for a weekend in the Takoma Park General
Conference building. He wanted to engage in
prayerful conversation about the current state
of the church and what our priorities should
be for the future. On the opening evening,
following comments made by Sargent Shriver
(whose attendance was made possible by the
offices of Roy Branson), the floor was opened
for comments. First to speak was an Adventist
attorney—Darren Michaels, I believe—whose
language sounded like a lament:

“Elder Wilson, I am a third-generation
Adventist. My grandparents believed that
Jesus would come in their lifetime, my parents
believed it, and I have believed it. Now that I
am much older, I must tell you that this inex-
plicable delay weighs heavily on me and on
many others in my local church.” 

No one in the room saw that coming. I
expected comments on theology or policy.

Calvin Rock, then Oakwood College presi-
dent, immediately reflected, “I resonate with
what my brother just said. There is no more
serious problem facing us than the delay of
Jesus’ coming.” 

Elder Wilson listened thoughtfully but said
nothing.

What are we to make of such comments
made thirty or more years ago? What are we
to make of our still being here 170 years after
1844? Even more shocking, what are we to
make of being here two thousand–plus years
after Jesus’ resurrection? The concerns
expressed in that meeting reflected millennia
of disappointment and frustration. Large num-
bers of the earliest believers said the same
things in their time. Most of them, including
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the apostle Paul, believed that the parousia was
so close that they would not see death. How-
ever, as increasing numbers of them passed
away, Paul’s community found the delay
almost unbearable.

Some believers being fearful that they would
die before Jesus returned, the apostle Paul had to
reassure them in 1 Thessalonians 4:15, 16 that
those who are alive when Christ returns will not
“precede” those who have died. In chapter 5 
he addresses their efforts to read the “signs,” or
the “times and seasons,” and reminds them that 
“the Lord will come like a thief in the night. . . . But 
you, beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise
you like a thief; for you are all children of light and 
children of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness”
(1 Thess. 5:2, 4, 5, NRSV). 

Peter, in 2 Peter 3:3, 4, addresses disciple
anxiety about the delay in two ways. First, he
reprimands them for forgetting that scoffers
would appear in the last days, saying, “ ‘Where
is the promise of his coming? For ever since
our ancestors died, everything goes on as it
has since the beginning of creation’ ” (NIV).
He then summons them to believe that just as

the word of God created the heavens and the
earth, the same word will destroy the present
heavens and earth with fire.

Peter knows, however, that their longing
for Jesus will not be relieved with a blustery
call to believe, so he offers a metaphysical and
evangelistic rationale for the delay. 

But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the
Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thou-
sand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow
about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is
patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all
to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will
come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass
away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dis-
solved with fire, and the earth and everything that is
done on it will be disclosed (vv. 8–10, NRSV).

(On the other hand, I am told by some
New Testament scholars that Matthew and
Luke are very much aware of the delay of the
parousia, and while they offer varying explana-
tions, they put it in the future.) 

Even though it took more than a thousand

It seems to 

me that if God 

is sovereign,

Jesus is 

free to return 

at any 

moment.
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The first 

disciples never

imagined that

the phrase “a

day is like a

thousand years

and a thousand

years is like 

a day to God”

should be taken

literally.

years for the Messianic promise to be fulfilled
in Judaism, following the excitement of Jesus’
ministry, the first disciples never imagined that
the phrase “a day is like a thousand years and a
thousand years is like a day to God” should be
taken literally. Did not Jesus’ resurrection mean
that the end of all things was imminent? A
delay of two thousand years was unthinkable. 

Going back to the beginning of our Adven-
tist story, let me repeat, we became convinced
that despite the disappointment of 1844, the
“time of the end” had begun. We persuaded
ourselves that the “signs” of Christ’s coming
would orbit around an eschatology centered in
Sabbath faithfulness despite universal persecu-
tion. These many years later, these “signs” are
being overwhelmed by unexpected events that
bear little resemblance to our eschatology.
How are we Adventists to cope with the crip-
pling ennui that has resulted?

Work, for the night is coming
It seems to me that we can and should say sev-
eral things:

First, any hermeneutic which assumes that
God “authors” the Bible without recognizing
its deeply human elements and diversity is no
longer defensible.

Second, to insist that an inspired writer’s
eschatological pronouncements cannot be
“conditional” makes dealing with the delay far
more difficult than necessary. Believers are
moved by whichever historical tide is flow-
ing—are these “signs” or are they not?

Third, the “thief in the night” image used
by New Testament writers should clue us in to
the fact that while the Savior understood our
fascination with signs, He did not encourage
reading the signs at all. There are no signs for a
thief. I fear a message that “Jesus is coming
soon” based on reading such signs can be
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. . . the Savior

understood 

our fascination

with signs. 

He did not

encourage 

reading the

signs at all.

described as no better than a weakened ver-
sion of time-setting. 

Finally, 2 Peter’s response to the delay
offers this potential insight: our historical
consciousness in relation to divine purposes
will and must differ from God’s. And, in the
modern era, the fact that astrophysics has
demonstrated time frames in the billions of
years, and time is not absolute but relative to
the position of an observer, should make us
shudder at the divine mystery. The sacred
purposes of history will be worked out as
God wills. If we insist that eschatological
prophecy (as we interpret it) is not condi-
tioned, how can we not be increasingly fret-
ful at the delay? 

I suspect our hostility to the conditionality
of prophecy grows out of two concerns: first,
the antagonism in many Adventist quarters to
Open Theism theology (in large part a cre-
ation by our colleague Richard Rice) which
leaves room for God to change the divine
response to human history as it unfolds. 

Second, we have acquired (dare I say it) a
hubris fostered by the belief that Ellen
White’s eschatological vision infallibly antici-
pates the sequence and meaning of end-time
events. We “know” that Sunday legislation
will be one of the final signs of the “end of all
things”; we “know” that Sabbath-keeping will
be the divine seal and that Sabbath-keepers
will be persecuted for it. One should never
deny that these things may happen, but I am
suspicious of the view that if such events do
not transpire, we must default to the notion
of a delay. If the New Testament writers did
not understand how long it might take for
the Lord to appear, given their expectations
and “signs,” perhaps we should not assume
that we understand it more fully because we
are, so to speak, the “last generation.”

In this regard, I have found Jesus’ discourse
in Matthew 24 and 25 helpful. Just as Peter
and Paul’s communities were deeply dis-
tressed over the delay, Matthew’s was as well.
While there is insufficient space to detail the

two chapters, let me lightly touch on their
high points.

You will recall that Jesus responds to the
inquiry about the destruction of the temple
and his coming with a description of astro-
nomical wonders and catastrophic events like
earthquakes and famines. He warns the disci-
ples that false prophets plying reports of his
return will arise and that they should not be
deceived by them. He insists that when he
returns, everyone will experience the glory of
that event at the same time. Then, in 24:30, in
the only instance in the discourse, Jesus uses
the word sign:

Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in
heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will
mourn, and they will see “the Son of Man coming on
the clouds of heaven” with power and great glory.
And he will send out his angels with a loud trumpet
call, and they will gather his elect from the four
winds, from one end of heaven to the other (vv. 30,
31, NRSV).

One way to read this passage is to hear
Jesus declaring that the only certain sign of his
coming is the one that appears in the heavens
moments before his arrival “with power and
great glory.” That is the position New Testa-
ment scholar D. A. Carson adopts in his treat-
ment of Matthew 24. 

This passage is followed by the parable of
the fig tree, with a warning that no one knows
the day or the hour—only the Father. We then
read a description of life on earth proceeding
quite normally, just as it was in the days of
Noah, until the end came unexpectedly. 

Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what
day your Lord is coming. But understand this: if the
owner of the house had known in what part of the
night the thief was coming, he would have stayed
awake and would not have let his house be broken
into. Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son
of Man is coming at an unexpected hour (vv.
42–44, NRSV).
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Is Matthew

warning the

church that a

preoccupation

with “signs” 

will inevitably

lead to disap-

pointment?

If we must “be ready,” if we must work as
wise and faithful servants regardless of when
the Master returns, what additional spiritual
function can the signs perform? And when, in
25:31–46, Matthew paints a picture of Christ
condemning those who failed to see his abid-
ing presence in the suffering of the weak and
vulnerable, the writer seems to hear Jesus say-
ing: “Look for me now and not in the future;
look for me on earth and not in the clouds.” 
Is Matthew warning the church that a preoc-
cupation with “signs” will inevitably lead to
disappointment? The Master’s return is a mys-
tery. Is he also suggesting that such a disap-
pointment will sap our energy for living and
working for the gospel?

More positively, is he not also implying
that a focus on “being ready”—with signs
appearing or not—energizes the believers in all
ages who wait for the bridegroom in spite of
the delay? 

Some may complain: Does not Ellen
White suggest in Christ’s Object Lessons that the

delay in her generation was due to the char-
acter of Christ not being perfectly repro-
duced in His people? My rejoinder: Does
that really indicate that we are in control of
the timing of the end, or does it suggest that
the human/church situation is just one factor?
It seems to me that if God is sovereign, Jesus
is free to return at any moment. Not even specif-
ic eschatological events have to precede the final chap-
ter of the Adventist story. 

Lastly: there is a tension between the view
that the church, however understood, virtu-
ally controls the timing of the parousia and
the chronic anguish of the whole creation.
Can anyone really argue that the church’s
spiritual failure is an adequate justification
for the endless suffering we endure? Or must
we insist that God’s timetable, while under-
standably fascinating, is ultimately not our
concern, that we are not to worry about the
“when” but the “what”? Perhaps our storyline
should shift from “Jesus is coming soon” to
“Jesus is coming,” period. For that reason
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alone, should we, as the parable insists, be about the
Master’s business?

If we believe that “he that shall come will come and
will not tarry,” should we despair because, to us, it feels
like a “delay”? Or should we live in elation that whenever
Jesus returns, our joy, at last, will be complete? Should
not the Adventist story end as it began: “Even so, . . .” in
spite of disappointment, even grief over the delay, “Even
so, come Lord Jesus!”  n
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How Different Generations Read the Bible | BY TIMOTHY FLOYD

DISCUSSED | generational conflict, diversity in the church, interpretation of Scripture, Baby Boomers, youth exodus

T
here has never been a more multiform-itous
time in Adventism than today. We have

more points of difference and unlikeness now

that have sprung up as a result of diversity

than at any time in our church’s history. This diversity

exists within a glaring absence of conversation about it

and tolerance for it.   

There is a need to acknowledge that some aspects of
diversity cannot be controlled, such as being born into that
family, that ethnicity, that gender, that personality type, that
learning style, that generation. Then there are the things
that people choose to subject themselves to for one reason
or another, such as that educational background, that career
path, that socioeconomic level (often influenced by other
factors, but still in large part due to the choices a person
makes), that geographic region lived in, that political affilia-
tion, that religious belief system, and the beliefs about those
social issues. All of these aspects of diversity have a
tremendous influence on how a given person sees and
relates to the world around them. To ignore diversity and
to say that everyone is the same, or should be, ignores our
humanity and stifles the body of Christ. 

The apostle Paul, addressing diversity at the church
in Corinth, begins the book of 1 Corinthians by saying;
“I urge you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ, to agree together, to end your divi-
sions, and to be united by the same mind and purpose.”1

Later Paul dedicates an entire chapter to discussing the
importance of every member belonging to the body in
spite of the differences and gifts each brings to that
body. After explaining the importance of the different
members and the value of even the most insignificant
part, Paul says, “Now I will show you a way that is
beyond comparison,” and then he begins what has
become known as the Love Chapter. Diversity is an
opportunity for God’s people to love. 

Generational conflict
It seems as though every generation struggles with how to
adjust to the previous or the next one. I remember my
grandmother constantly chiding my choices in music and
entertainment when I was in junior high. I would often go
to her house after school until my parents got off work.
Grams and I would sit on the couch together and fight
over which TV show we were going to watch. My choices
were too crass and sarcastic for her, while her choices
were too boring and old school for me. 

Perhaps the most visible display of generational con-
flict within the Adventist Church is seen on boarding
academy campuses. I have spent nearly ten years working
in Adventist schools as an academy chaplain and Bible
teacher. One thing that has remained constant wherever I
have worked is that many of our schools are located in a
nest of generational diversity, with the resulting conflicts
constantly on display. 

Generations and hermeneutics
The conflicts that arise in our churches are often directly
connected to differing generational interpretations of the
Bible. A church’s hermeneutic is greatly affected by each
member’s education, culture, life experiences, gender iden-
tity, religious background, and a number of other factors.
Many of the factors are shaped by one’s generation. With
so many external forces shaping the way each person
reads and interprets the Bible to produce their hermeneu-
tic, few people, if any, can honestly come to the Scriptures
without some preconceived thought driving the way they
interpret the text being studied. Because of this diversity, it
is important to take an honest look at what factors influ-
ence our hermeneutics, both as individuals and as a
church. A part of that honest look involves the differences
in hermeneutics that each generation possesses. In under-
standing the differences between each generation’s



hermeneutic, it becomes possible to begin healing some of
the cross-generational conflict and begin a more credible
attempt at unity as a church. 

It is important to note that generational characteristics
may be widespread but are not universal and must be
understood in light of the fact that thousands of factors
shape a person. The fact of a person’s birth date placing
them in a particular generation does not mean every per-
son in that birth range is going to have all the characteris-
tics of a particular generation.

The Elders (born 1925–1945). The Elder generation is
also known as the Silent generation, the Builder gener -
ation, and the GI generation. For the most part, this
generation was born between 1925 and 1940 and lived
through several life-shaping events, such as the Great
Depression and the two World Wars. According to
Monte Sahlin and Paul Richardson, the Elder generation
makes up about 13 percent of the US population. With-
in Adventism they make up about 31 percent.2 Dennis
Gaylord, director of Chi Alpha Campus Ministries, sum-
marizes the consensus of many sociologists that the Eld-

ers are hard workers, savers, patriotic, loyal to institu-
tions, private, and dependable. Their core values are
dedication, sacrifice, hard work, conformity, law and
order, respect for authority, patience, delayed reward,
duty before pleasure, adherence to rules, and honor.3 

The Baby Boomers (1946–1964). This generation gets
its name from the population boom that started in the
1940s. Sahlin and Richardson state that the Baby
Boomer generation makes up about 27 percent of the
US population. Within Adventism they make up about
30 percent.4 Gaylor notes that the Baby Boomers were
shaped by the Cold War, the civil rights movement, the
space race, and the Watergate scandal. The majority of
the troops in the Vietnam War were from the Baby
Boom generation. The Baby Boomers are well educated
and desire quality in whatever they do. They are inde-
pendent, cause-oriented, and fitness conscious. Baby
Boomers have a tendency to question authority. Their
core values are optimism, team orientation, personal
gratification, health and wellness, personal growth,
work, youth, and involvement.5
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In the August 20, 2009 issue of Adventist
Review, Bruce Manners describes his view of
his own Boomer generation:

We were out to change the world. We marched in polit-
ical protests, openly brought sex out of the bedroom and
marriage, and challenged authority. Individually,
though, we soon settled into a lifestyle remarkably simi-
lar to that of our parents—the job, the marriage, the
mortgage. Yet unlike our parents, we live with a certain
restlessness. We change jobs regularly, our divorce rate
is much higher, and our personal debt has skyrocketed. .
. . Boomers have been called the most selfish generation
ever. Unfortunately, there’s some truth in the accusation.
It’s a truth that’s reinforced every time a boomer says
their main aim in life is to spend their kids’ inheritance.6

Generation X (1965–1980). Generation X
(also known as Gen Xers, Baby Busters, and
Generation 13) was born between the 1960s
and 1980. Sahlin and Richardson claim that
Gen Xers make up 16 percent of the US popu-
lation but only 10 percent of Adventism.7 Gay-
lor describes them as being shaped by Roe v.
Wade, the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster,
the fall of the Berlin Wall and communism, the
AIDS epidemic, and the Clinton Administra-
tion’s sex scandal. Gen Xers are characterized
by parental neglect, self-reliance, loyalty to
relationships, and a skeptical nature. This gen-
eration is also known as the latchkey kids,
because their parents were often at work when
they arrived home from school each day; it was
a generation left to fend for itself. They are
survivors, often stressed out, and serious about
life. Their core values are diversity, thinking
globally, balance, techno-literacy, fun, infor-
mality, self-reliance, and pragmatism. Gen Xers
are the first generation to completely take on
the postmodern view of life.8

The Millennial generation (1980–2000). Also
known as Generation Y and Generation We, the
Millennial generation is the second wave of the
Baby Boomers’ children. Sahlin and Richardson

say that the Millennials make up around 26 per-
cent of the US population, and 14 percent with-
in Adventism.9 According to Gaylor, this
generation has been influenced by the World
Trade Center attacks, the Oklahoma City
bombing, the Internet, and the death of Princess
Diana and Mother Teresa. In their book, The
Millennials, Thom and Jess Rainer claim that the
typical Millennial is not very religious but is
spiritual. They are more highly educated than
past generations, have grown up with helicopter
(constantly hovering) parents, and have a
tremendous respect for older generations.10

Millennials are characterized as entrepreneur-
ial hard workers who thrive on flexibility.
Unlike the Gen Xers, the Millennials were cher-
ished by their parents, groomed to achieve and
excel, viewed as heroes. Gaylor claims that this
generation has the lowest parent-to-child ratio
in the USA’s history, meaning the Millennials
are likely to have fewer siblings than the genera-
tions before them. Millennials are more law
abiding, socially conscious, educated, upbeat,
and full of self-esteem. Rainer also points out
that this generation is motivated in almost every
way by relationships, more than any other moti-
vator. This goes for the workplace, religion,
service, and politics. The relationship is the pri-
mary motivator for the Millennial to be engaged
and present.11

The Millennial generation’s core values are
optimism, confidence, achievement, sociabili-
ty, morality, street smarts, diversity, and civic
duty. Volunteerism is high in the Millennial
generation.12

Rainer also points out a major difference
between the Millennial and Boomer generations
in terms of how they respond to diversity. “The
Boomer generation became the generation of
tolerance, but the Millennials do not simply ‘tol-
erate’ those of different skin colors or ethnic
backgrounds. They are far more likely to
embrace them as friends and to make them a
part of their world.”13 This appears to be true of
Millennials in nearly every aspect of diversity.
They are much more likely to go beyond toler-

Baby Boomers

were shaped by

the Cold War,
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movement, 

the space race,

and the Water-

gate scandal.
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ance to embrace and accept people for who they are. This
is especially important in terms of religious views. Rainer
claims that 70 percent “say they have friends who have dif-
ferent religious beliefs.”14

It is easy to see how one generation shapes the next.
The Elders were a reserved generation who did not get
involved, but rather stayed on the sidelines. This made the
Baby Boomers step up into positions of authority, which
made the Gen Xers feel the need to rebel. The Gen Xer’s
rebellion and conserving life style was transformed by the
Millennials, who have become more progressive and
open-minded, putting their energies toward helping oth-
ers. Each generation has a significant influence on the fol-
lowing generation. 

General approaches to religion
It is clear that every generation is different and has vastly
differing worldviews. These differences in worldviews shape
the way each generation worships. Ruth Powell and Kathy
Jacka point out that in general, the older generations are
more likely to attend worship services weekly; prefer tradi-
tional styles of music in worship services; spend regular time

in private devotional activity; have a strong sense of belong-
ing to their denomination; and get involved in church-based
community service, justice, or welfare activities. The
younger generations are more likely to be involved in small
groups; prefer contemporary styles of music in worship serv-
ices; feel that their gifts and skills are encouraged; have
helped others in a range of informal ways; value outreach,
be involved in evangelistic activities, and actually invite oth-
ers to church; and be newcomers to church life. They are
more likely to have switched denominations or transferred
congregations in the previous five years.15

Generational attitudes to God and church
The Elders perceive God and the church similarly to the
way they view earthly authorities—with loyalty. Gaylor
describes them as being committed to the church, sup-
porting foreign missions, enjoying Bible study, being loyal
to their denominations, and reverent in worship.16 This
loyalty is good for the denomination; however, in
extremes this loyalty can lead to close-mindedness and a
lack of independent thinking. Elders are susceptible to fol-
lowing “the church” blindly, rather than studying God’s
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Word for themselves. Elders will often view an
interpretation of Scripture through what the
church or pastor has said rather than studying it
for themselves. In short, the Elder generation’s
hermeneutic is whatever the established church
tells them it is. 

The Baby Boomer approaches religious study
in a slightly different way. While the Elders fol-
low what the religious authority has said, the
Baby Boomers would more likely believe that
they know better than what the church says.
This leads the Baby Boomer to study firsthand
what a text says and means. The independent
nature of this Bible study is beneficial because
there has been a shortage of thinkers in the
Adventist church. According to Gaylor, the
Baby Boomers’ religious characteristics are com-
mitment to relationships, a desire to belong,
support of people within the church, and a
desire to experience their faith for themselves.17

As with politics, Baby Boomers approach reli-
gion with the view that if something seems bro-
ken or not logical, they want to fix it. Baby
Boomers jump in as leaders in the church and
take an active role in the development of theol-
ogy and issues of conflict. 

The Gen Xers do not take their religion
secondhand either. In fact, Colleen Carroll
claims that “this may be one of the first gener-
ations where faith is a conscious choice.”18 It
is a generation fascinated with science and his-
tory, which sometimes conflict with traditional
religious views, leading Gen Xers to be some-
what skeptical of absolute truth and estab-
lished religion. Gaylor claims that, because of
this mindset, denominations are not that
important to Gen Xers. They want less struc-
ture and desire a faith that meets their needs.
Carroll states that this generation wants “the
hard gospel. They want a preacher or priest to
tell it like it is, to give them morality that they
believe is sound and doesn’t simply cater to
their whims.”19

Because of the influence of postmodernism on
Gen Xers, there is a great hesitancy among this
generation to trust the church or its members.

Everyone’s ideas represent a potential truth
rather than an established absolute. Ronald J.
Allen notes that “an upside of postmodernity is
its spirit of liberation from dogma and maximiza-
tion of human freedom. A downside is a loss 
of confidence that life has ultimate significance
or consequences.”20 Gen Xers and the following
generations face the biggest obstacles to finding
God: How can a person find God if they cannot
trust that the church, or even a friend, is not
biased toward a particular belief system?

The Millennial generation seems to see God
in people more than institutions. Monte Sahlin
gives hope for the future when he notes that the
Millennials “have a more positive attitude
toward the church than Gen X and greater
denominational loyalty.”21 It seems that the Mil-
lennial generation gets its view of God and wor-
ship from traditions and stereotypes rather than
the Bible itself. There are some who believe that
the Millennials are drawn toward archaic forms
of worship, such as candles and liturgies. How-
ever, in an article issued by the Barna Group
titled “What Teenagers Look for in a Church,”
David Kinnaman is quoted as saying that 

“all of the recent attention on young people gravitating
to ‘ancient traditions of Christianity’ misses the fact
that the vast majority of American teenagers do not
express much interest in or appreciation for such tradi-
tions in the first place. Teenagers are a pinch-of-this-
pinch-of-that generation, so without intentional
decisions on the part of youth workers, many teenagers
ride out their teen years in fruitless experimentation
rather than genuine forms of spiritual development.”22

Generational views of the Bible
The single most significant issue in studying
generational hermeneutics is how each genera-
tion views the Bible itself, closely followed by
the generation’s view of inspiration. These two
issues shape the rest of the generation’s theolo-
gy. The Barna Group conducted a study of
Christians across North America, asking a ques-
tion about views of the Bible, and found that

Generation X 

is also known 

as the latchkey

kids; it was 

a generation 

left to fend for 

itself.



a slight majority of Christians (55%) strongly agree that the Bible is
accurate in all of the principles it teaches, with another 18% agreeing
somewhat. About one out of five either disagree strongly (9%) or some-
what (13%) with this statement, and 5% aren’t sure what to believe.23

In a study by Roger Dudley on Adventist college-age
views of the Bible, he posed a question in relation to the
Bible. The results were these: 11.8 percent believed the
Bible was to be taken word for word; 83.3 percent
believed in a middle-of-the-road approach to the Bible,
that it was God’s thoughts as expressed by men; and 4.9
percent believed that the Bible was only a collection of
stories and therefore should not be taken very seriously.24

While each generation views the Bible in a slightly
different way, there are actually some common themes
among them about inspiration and the Bible. The Barna
Group published the results of a study in 2009, in an
article called “New Research Explores How Different
Generations View and Use the Bible.” The research
revealed that a majority of the four recent generations
believes that the Bible is a sacred book. Something else
they have in common is that millions of them reported

reading the Bible “in the last week.”25 The generations
have some overlapping views on the nature of the Bible
also. “Similar proportions of the generations embrace
the most conservative and most liberal views.”26

However, fewer young adults believe that the Bible is
sacred: nine out of ten Elders and Boomers believe it is, and
eight out of ten Gen Xers. But only two out of three Mil-
lennials see the Bible as a holy book. Furthermore, young
adults are much less likely to view the Bible as totally accu-
rate in all that it teaches. “Just 30% of [Millennials] and
39% of [Gen Xers] firmly embraced this view, compared
with 46% of [Baby Boomers] and 58% of Elders.”27

Barna concludes that the main view of today’s young
people toward the Bible is skepticism. “They question the
Bible’s history as well as its relevance to their lives, leading
many young people to reject the Bible as containing
everything one needs to live a meaningful life.”28

Generational theology
It is easy to see how different views of theology can begin
to develop within each generation. Beliefs, doctrines,
views of the Bible, inspiration, and Ellen G. White are all
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contributors to these differences in the genera-
tions. The Elders approach theology from a tra-
ditional and institutionalized stance. They view
the theology of the church as foundational, as
absolute truth, and they are passionate about
following it to the letter because it is what the
church has decided. Similarly, the Baby
Boomers agree with the church’s stance on the
majority of issues, not because of the church’s
authority but because they have studied it for
themselves and they concur. The Gen Xers are
more skeptical about what the church teaches
and form independent ideas that are sometimes
in line with the church’s stance and sometimes
more influenced by secular culture. For the Gen
Xers who remain faithful to the Seventh-day
Adventist Church, a revisiting of the fundamen-
tal beliefs occurs when this generation familiar-
izes itself with the teachings of the church 
and why the church believes what it does. The
Millennial generation, although still skeptical
about the dogmas of the church, chooses 
to find practical applications of the church’s
beliefs. Once they know “the truth,”  Millenni-
als want to know how they can use it. More
than any other generation, Millennials seek tan-
gible and practical theology. 

Because of the subjective nature of worship,
each generation will act out worship in different
ways. Each generation has its list of Bible texts
to support their particular views of worship.
Older generations might suggest Habakkuk 2:20
to support a silent, reverent attitude while in the
church sanctuary. “But the LORD is in his holy
temple;29 let all the earth keep silence before
him!”30 Younger generations may refer to Psalm
47:1, 2, which says, “O clap your hands, all peo-
ples; shout to God with the voice of joy. For the
LORD Most High is to be feared.”31 These seem
to be opposing views, yet both are biblical, and
both are frequently used to support a particular
view on worship. Both are also influenced heavi-
ly by culture and generation.

Ellen White addresses reverence in church
in multiple writings. In Testimonies for the Church,
she says,

When the worshipers enter the place of meeting, they
should do so with decorum, passing quietly to their seats.
If there is a stove in the room, it is not proper to crowd
about in an indolent, careless attitude. Common talking,
whispering and laughing should not be permitted in the
house of worship, either before or after the service. Ardent,
active piety should characterize the worshipers.32

The generational problem occurs as the older
generations venerate Ellen White and universalize
her writings, while younger generations tend to
contextualize her work and think that, although
she was a talented writer, her writings do not
contain the authority to change their perceptions
or behaviors. This issue with Ellen White is much
bigger than just the topic of reverence; it flows
into every discussion involving her writings. 

In a very insightful remark on the nature of
young Adventists, Chris Blake says that 

younger Adventists believe, deep in their hearts, that
virtually all musical styles can laud God. That Jesus
handed down no specific order of service. That God
honors creativity and accountability and love. That
the Sabbath exists to launch us into the week. That
church is a community of uneven believers. And that
what ultimately matters most to God is what happens
on streets, in schools, and in homes outside any denomi-
national building. [Gen Xers’] and [Millennials’]
mindset is “incredibly savvy and unusually jaded.”33

The great exodus of Adventist youth
It is important to point out that our youth are
tired of arguing. They are tired of division. Their
generation is one of inclusion and acceptance.
They simply cannot understand why anyone
would be excluded or diminished in the body of
Christ. Thom and Jess Rainer confirm this as well:

The Millennials are weary of the fights in our nation
and world. They are tired of the polarization of views.
They avoid the high-pitched shouts of opposing political
forces. They are abandoning churches in great numbers
because they see religion as divisive and argumentative.
They want to know why we can’t all just get along.34

Millennials 
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Many youth are in fact leaving the church because of
these generational conflicts of theology. Martin Weber
did a survey of Adventist youth that goes to the core of
this issue:

I interviewed a small number of young adults themselves. Their data
highlighted the importance of that last principle—freedom to develop
one’s own faith. Spiritual carnage results from lack of freedom, along
with a deficit of love and warmth. All but one of these six young
adults describes their church experience as: Rigid, not Flexible;
Closed, not Open; Exclusive, not Inclusive; Unfair, not Fair; Cold,
not Warm; Dark, not Bright; Dull, not Exciting. These young
adults reported significant confusion and despair regarding Adventist
lifestyle standards. They seemed particularly distressed about what
they experienced as heavy-handedness in enforcing these standards
and unwillingness to even dialogue about them. It was interesting to
note that most of these alienated young adults still embrace many
fundamental Adventist doctrines such as the Sabbath, yet they res-
olutely reject the church that teaches them. When asked if they might
possibly be active members in the Adventist church twenty years
from now, if time lasts, all but one of them replied “small chance” or
“no chance.” . . . Together with the data I got from parents, these

responses from the young adults themselves highlight what I perceive
is a compelling need for a church atmosphere that offers flexibility
rather than rigidity and freedom rather than oppression. This is not
only essential for avoiding attrition—it’s also Scriptural: “Where the
spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty” (2 Cor. 3:17).35

In a similar study by the Barna Group, David Kinna-
man and Gabe Lyons state that young people outside of
Christianity perceive that Christianity is hypocritical, too
focused on getting converts, anti-homosexual, sheltered,
too political, and judgmental.36 Meanwhile, young people
within the Christian church are leaving because they feel
the church doesn’t allow for doubt. They also feel the
church is exclusive, anti-science, overprotective, shallow,
and repressive.37 These attitudes have been known to
push the younger generations away from Christianity as a
whole and should be avoided at all costs! 

In the Youth and Young Adult Retention Study, com-
missioned by the North American Division in conjunc-
tion with the Barna Group, Kinnaman found that within
Adventism the youth exceeded the US average in agree-
ment with each of those six categories. The areas of
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greatest agreement were their views that the
Seventh-day Adventist Church is anti-science
(47%), repressive (37%), and overprotective
(36%). This in-depth study revealed that our
Adventist youth have a lot on their minds. If
we as a church wish to keep them around, we
have to change the way the conversation is
being conducted. David Kinnaman concluded
the presentation with a simple question, “Do
you care more about your children, or your
traditions?”38 This is a question that every
church must consider. This is a question that
every generation must address. 

What is the value of a young person who is
looking for more? The old way is not enough
for them anymore, they’ve been jaded, had
broken relationships because of how different
they are. They are tired of the hypocrisy of
their parents’ and grandparents’ generations
who say that things have to be their way.
They are tired of being wrongly judged as
“worldly” and “irreverent.” The result is that
they abandon their faith—not always their
faith in God, but almost always their faith in
the church that contains God’s people. 

Combating generational differences
The future of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church in North America is being shaped by
the graying of the Elder and Baby Boomer
generations as well as the losses of the Gen X
and Millennial generations. The lack of toler-
ance for differing views is shaping a culture of
elitism and oppression. Studies have shown
that within two decades, the older generations
will have lower numbers as they die, and the
younger generations will continue to leave.
The result will be a church in North America
that has greatly reduced numbers unless these
trends can be reversed. 

The initial solutions to this predicament are
education, tolerance, respect, and love. The
educating of all as to the nature of both their
own generation and the other generations is
essential in understanding these problems.
“When we know better, we do better.” Educa-

tion removes ignorant excuses and allows for
knowledgeable exchange to occur. 

The second part to this is a true tolerance
of diversity. One of my professors in college
said that “true tolerance is being so aware of
what you believe that nothing can shake your
core. You become able to discuss openly, ideas
that may be contrary to your own views or
values and yet, no insecurities or oppression
will exist.” This type of tolerance is hard to
come by these days, but essential in building
an authentic cross-generational community.

The third solution to the current and future
condition of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church is to recognize that all humanity was
made in God’s image, and that is a pretty big
image. Ellen White noted that “every human
being, created in the image of God, is
endowed with a power akin to that of the Cre-
ator—individuality, power to think and do.”39

Because humanity was made in God’s image,
everyone is deserving of respect and individu-
ality. Too often, people grow a feeling of
superiority because of their education or expe-
rience. There are far too many under-respect-
ed people in every generation. Life
experiences are not limited to any age catego-
ry; therefore everyone’s experiences and views
become equal.

In his two-part article, Crossing the Genera-
tional Divide, Seth Pierce states that

the fifth commandment was given to all generations to
learn how to share leadership in one community—not
kids leaving the old folks in a retirement community
or the elderly leaving the young in their online com-
munity. This commandment calls for mentoring, dis-
cipleship, and trust between generations—multiple
generations moving as one.40

He goes on to ask questions and give rec-
ommendations for each generation in part 
two of the article. For the Elder generations 
he asks, “What happens when the leaders no
longer have the strength to lead? Who is
being discipled? Where is the energy, creativi-
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ty, and fresh perspective coming from?” For the younger
generations, Seth recommends, “Listen, connect and
find ways to bring the retired leadership with you on
the journey God has called you to take.”41 A mutual
respect and cooperation is essential to authentic cross-
generational cooperation in the church. It is only with
this cooperation that the church will be able to truly
move forward as one body of believers. 

This leads us to the final and most important of all
solutions to the present church’s condition—love. John
13:35 could not be clearer: “By this all men will know
that you are My disciples, if you have love for one
another.”42 When the church members have love for
each other, they will act together. Respect will flourish,
tolerance will bloom, and people will see the Seventh-
day Adventist Church and know that we are God’s peo-
ple. Our differences will complement and not divide.
They will unite as much as our similarities. We will be
more effective in ministry and efficient in community.
Without love we just become “a noisy gong or a clang-
ing cymbal.”43

Once this matter is understood more clearly, there is

a greater chance that true unity can occur. However,
true unity will only be possible with education, toler-
ance, respect, and, most important, love. n

Timothy Floyd is the Vice President for Communications with Academy

Ministry Professionals (AMP) and is a youth pastor

in the Kansas City area. He has been a Bible

teacher and chaplain in Adventist education for

the past ten years. His passion is in helping young

people develop an authentic relationship with

Jesus while serving their fellow man.
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North American Division Votes to Move Out of the 
General Conference Building | BY JULIO C. MUÑOZ

F
ollowing an afternoon of spirited debate, the

Executive Committee of the North American

Division (NAD) Year-end Meeting approved

two motions regarding the potential reloca-

tion of the NAD headquarters: (1) to accept the recom-

mendation by the President’s NAD Council and NAD

and Union Officers (NADOUP) that the NAD head-

quarters be moved to someplace within the metropolitan 

Washington, D.C. area; and (2) that
the NAD should proceed with the
relocation process. A report presented
by Tom Evans, treasurer of the NAD,
showed data comparing moving
expenses and cost recovery if the
headquarters moved to Dallas, Den-
ver, Atlanta, or remained in the
Washington, D.C. metro area. The
report, prepared by JLL, a consulting
firm that specializes in corporate real
estate, including corporate reloca-
tions, led the officers to determine
that remaining in the D.C. metro area
would be the most prudent move.   

In addition to the financial data,
Daniel R. Jackson, president of the
NAD, listed ten non-financial con-
siderations for the leadership team’s decision. These includ-
ed the access to qualified individuals, airports, churches,
and schools for employees and their families. The first non-
financial reason given was self-determination.

“The Seventh-day Adventist Church in North Amer -
ica has a need to have its own unique message and
strategies that are relevant and work in our territory,”
said Jackson. “While the Seventh-day Adventist move-
ment began in North America, we are among the
youngest divisions in the church, and it’s time that we

grow up and leave our parent’s house.” At the October
2014 Annual Council, GC Executive Committee mem-
bers approved a recommendation from the GC Treasury
to support a request from the NAD to explore the idea
of moving its headquarters out of the GC building. If
the division chose to move, the GGC would provide $3
million to assist with the transition.

“This should never be treated as an initiative to get
them out of the building. Quite
the opposite,” Ted N. C. Wilson,
president of the Adventist world
church, told Annual Council dele-
gates after the vote. 

Robert Lemon, GC Treasurer,
echoed the sentiments of the GC
president regarding the future
NAD move from the building. He
stated that while the GC would
welcome the NAD remaining in
the building, it fully supports the
decision to relocate and establish
its own identity. “This move does
not represent any distancing of
mission or purpose from that of
the General Conference,” Lemon
said. “The North American Divi-

sion has always been and continues to be the backbone
of support, both financially and missionally, for the
worldwide work of the Church.”  n

This report is reprinted from the North American Division’s NADNews-

Points bulletin for November 3, 2014. Julio C. Muñoz is associate

director for the NAD Department of Communication.

DISCUSSED | North American Division headquarters, relocation, General Conference president, Year-end Meeting, Washington, DC
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Vision for the Medium: North American Adventism and Mass
Media Today | BY TOMPAUL WHEELER

I
f you’ve ever attended the Sonscreen Film

Festival, an annual event developed in

2002 by the North American Division of

the Seventh-day Adventist Church, with

a particular emphasis on developing young film

talent, you’ve likely been impressed by the cre-

ativity and ingenuity on display. You watched

videos by rising professionals and students from

such schools as Southern Adventist University,

Pacific Union College, and Andrews Universi-

ty, schools that have developed particularly

strong audio-visual media programs.  

If, later on, you tuned in to any of the offi-
cial Adventist media—Hope Channel, or one of
the church-sponsored telecasts aired else-
where—you may have wondered, “Where can I
see some of that creativity?” You may be hard-
pressed to find it.

North American Adventism’s oldest media
ministries were conceived in the early to mid-
twentieth century by creative individuals of sin-
gular vision: H. M. S. Richards, William and
Virginia Fagal, George Vandeman. Each min-
istry focused on the needs and challenges of a
particular audience and found innovative ways
to connect with those audiences. But, though
their ministries started out independent, in
1972 the church established the Seventh-day
Adventist Radio, Television and Film Center in
southern California, bringing together in one
location such productions as It Is Written, Faith
for Today, and Voice of Prophecy. The result was a
mixed blessing—support from and collaboration
with the church on the one hand, but discon-
nection from an ever more diverse demographic
and diminishing of innovation on the other.

The umbrella media organization was part of 
a wave of church mergers in the 1970s. 

In 1993, the Center changed its name to
the Adventist Media Center, and in 1996 it
became one of the first institutions to change
ownership from the General Conference of
Seventh-day Adventists to the then recently
organized North American Division. In 2013
the board of the Adventist Media Center
voted to recommend its own closure, with its
ministries free to relocate to locations each
found most advantageous.

“Historically, Adventist media has its roots in
the vision of individual church members, not in
the church organization,” observes David Brill-
hart, director of electronic media at Maranatha
Volunteers International, and formerly the first
director of Media Services at the General Con-
ference. “In the past two to three decades the
opposite became true. Adventist media was
institutionalized. Ironically this happened with
the creation of the Adventist Media Center.”

Dan Weber, director of communication for
the North American Division, adds, “The reason-
ing behind the Adventist Media Center was,
they could centralize services and potentially
save on money. They moved into one of the
highest cost-of-living areas in the country, south-
ern California. As costs escalated, it became
more and more expensive to operate there.” 

The Media Center’s disbanding comes in a
world quite different than Richards or Vande-
man ever envisioned. A hundred years ago, the
church connected with its members through
the weekly periodical Review and Herald (now
Adventist Review) and reached out to potential

DISCUSSED | Adventist Media Center, H. M. S. Richards, media ministries, Hope Channel, satellite uplink, talking-head television
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converts through such magazines as Signs of the
Times. Fifty years ago it had added television
programs aimed at an external audience, airing
as paid programming on local stations. Today it
operates 24/7 satellite channels around the
globe and can communicate instantaneously
with its members. 

Over four decades, the Media Center min-
istries and production teams pioneered numer-
ous firsts, from Faith for Today’s live-action
drama series Westbrook Hospital and the feature-
length motion-picture drama John Hus to the
satellite evangelism of the 1990s. At the same
time, it struggled with issues of funding, rivalry,
vision, and approaches to evangelism.

Author and independent producer Charles
Mills remembers the changes that media con-
solidation wrought. “I worked for Faith for
Today, and I worked for the Media Center,” he
says. “When I first started working for Faith for
Today, I rubbed shoulders with [founder
William] Fagal, with the Bible school—I was
part of the family. I was a technician, I was an
editor, sound effects, lighting, etc., but I
worked for the family. The mission of the fami-
ly was my mission. When I worked for the
Media Center, we would join one family as a
surrogate child for a while, then another family
for a while. I had the attitude, ‘I’m going to do
the best I can, my mission is personal,’ but we
lost the vision of the individual families.

“You lose a connection to the ministry when
you’re being a technician for all the ministries,”
Mills explains. “When the Media Center idea
was sprung on us, we talked about this: ‘This is
a mistake. This will not work, because we are
no longer part of a family.’ We were trying to
make other people’s vision come true. When
you no longer have any consistency of vision,
you do your best, but you lose the connection.
When I worked for Faith for Today, I was
immersed in their culture. I knew what they
wanted to accomplish. I knew what they were
after, and I knew when I had hit the mark. I
read the letters, and I knew how to reach those
people. That frees you, as a technician, to be

more innovative, to take chances, because you
know what the mission is.”

“The creation of the Media Center was an
exciting development to me as a teenaged film-
maker,” Brillhart remembers. “When I visited in
1976 hoping to find a place where I could con-
tribute to Adventist media, the first person I
met bristled coolly that the center wasn’t there
‘to help young people ride the wagon to Holly-
wood,’ bruising my dream of being an Adventist
filmmaker. Fortunately, David L. Jones, the
director of It Is Written, encouraged me to carry
on. Already, Adventist media was quickly
becoming institutionalized.”

“In previous years, production for television
and radio involved professional, specialist
equipment, personnel, and studios that were
very expensive to set up and operate,” reflects
Russell Gibbs, producer for It Is Written from
2000 to 2003. “It made sense for the major
media outlets of the church to share these
costs and to ensure constant use of the facili-
ties. The production department ventured into
satellite uplinking services to the church
around the world bringing the Net evangelis-
tic [series] to a vast audience with downlinks
to thousands of Adventist churches. Their
expertise in this area was greatly valued, and
income from this work supported the produc-
tion facilities for many years.”

In 1995 the church sold the Center’s original
Newbury Park location and bought property in
Simi Valley, California. As 22,000 square feet of
studios were constructed, costs rose, and the
sale of the original center did not cover the
new one as projected. The facility featured
state-of-the-art (for 2002) production equip-
ment, as well as digital satellite transmission
equipment, enabling ministries to produce all
their programs in-house. The next decade saw
television transition to a high definition format,
even as equipment costs plummeted. The
shrinking costs of production inspired many of
the ministries to use their own or other produc-
tion facilities to produce programming.

“When Voice of Prophecy started [in 1929], you
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had to have equipment that costs hundreds of
thousands in today’s dollars,” Mills notes. “Now
someone with a good computer and a copy of
whatever software can do it. The ministries
have become also-rans, and they’re competing
quality-wise with anybody. And today, we’re
saturated with media. A lot of it is garbage, but
some of it is pretty good.”

Paul Kim, former senior producer of Adven-
tist Media Productions at the Media Center,
now associate professor of documentary film at
Andrews University, sees a world of missed
opportunity. “The Adventist Media Center was
a world-class facility with very experienced pro-
fessionals running it,” says Kim. “The problem
was a lack of vision that would allow its full uti-
lization. Creating great content at large scale
requires a significant amount of resources, but
the appetite for these kinds of budgets has only
decreased. The result is that now every single
organization or even department seems to have
at the least a little one-man-band operation.
Most everything has become small scale.”

The biggest issue, Kim believes, is a funda-
mental misunderstanding of the medium. “I
think the reason why we fear what I see as a
renaissance in visual culture happening around
us is because we really do not understand it.
Most of our leaders see these things not as a
core part of who we are and how life’s truths
come to be known, or even as elements that
fulfill our innate desire and ability to create, but
rather as some kind of trump card handed down
from the divine to help fulfill the apocalypse. 

“And so rather than studying and seeing these
visual and narrative mediums for what they are,
we are truly ignorant about both their origins
and processes, using them as replication tools to
regurgitate what it is that we are already doing.
For example, we are most likely to use media to
simply recycle something that you can already
experience live (and more effectively) in person,
such as a one-to-many sermon or talk. Only a
handful—and God bless them—recognize that
the most effective use of these still fairly young
visual forms comes through its ability to deliver
transformative narratives. Stories. And that is
much more difficult to do, requiring a pool of
professional talent that goes beyond the average
pastor and his tech-savvy youth.

“Every year, we have dozens of students grad-
uating from Andrews, PUC, and Southern, who
are gifted and extremely passionate about film-
making,” Kim says. “They’re already creating
some astounding material. While we’ve made
progress, as a community we still have yet to
understand how to give them affirmation and
resources to continue to use their gifts. A num-
ber of years back, I joined the team there in
Simi Valley because I saw the best odds I’d seen
in many years that something great could hap-
pen in the combination of creatives and man-
agement there at the time. But we were never
given a green light, and nothing came of it. This
is indicative not only of what is happening in
media today but in all aspects of our communi-
ty. We always talk about younger generations
leaving, well, it’s because the only rooms left in
the inn are for others of a different mind. The
talent is there; they just don’t want anything to
do with what they’re currently seeing. So if we
could flip the model, as [Adventist Media Cen-
ter manager] Warren Judd and I often talked
about at the Media Center—rather than trying
to pull the talent in to work for us, and instead
try to find ways in which we might grow and
support our talent pool—I think all of a sudden
we would see some amazing things happen.”

“What if the North American Division were
to keep [the Media Center] and make it a labo-
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ratory for innovative Adventist media?” Brillhart
asks. “A Sundance for Adventists. Maybe even
broader—a Sundance for Christians. Encourage
Adventist and Christian filmmakers, writers,
musicians, creatives to use the facility to make
the next big thing(s). Subsidize it for five years
and see what happens. Use the co-working
concept to provide small shared offices or
groups of offices to creatives, providing a cen-
tralized service center and studio operation.
Minimize expectations and costs to these
‘media missionaries.’ Develop a center where
there is potential for a creative explosion of
Christian media. Why not? If you want younger
church members to engage in this kind of activ-
ity, perhaps even pay tithe, this is the type of
leadership that must be demonstrated.”

Reboot
As the Adventist Media Center is closing, the
ministries are scattering and taking the opportu-
nity to reboot. The television ministry Breath of
Life, targeted at an African-American audience,
has relocated to Huntsville, Alabama, where its
speaker/director, Carlton P. Byrd, is senior pas-
tor of the Oakwood University church. Faith for
Today, the Spanish radio ministry La Voz de la
Esperanza (Voice of Hope), and Jesus 101, hosted by
Pastor Elizabeth Talbot, have joined together
and are moving to Riverside, California. The
85-year-old radio ministry Voice of Prophecy, now
hosted by former It Is Written speaker Shawn
Boonstra, is reestablishing itself in Loveland,
Colorado. It Is Written is moving to Chat-

tanooga, Tennessee, with the possibility that 
it may align itself more closely with Southern
Adventist University, known for its strong 
communications department, in the future.

The ministries see the current time of 
transition, along with broader changes in the
industry, as opportunities to refocus their
work. “We intend to produce programming
different from what we’ve produced before, to
reach a wider audience than ever and—by
God’s grace—make a greater impact for God,”
says John Bradshaw, speaker/director of It Is
Written. “As a ministry that pioneered satellite
evangelism in the nineties, and Internet evan-
gelism in the years that followed, we’re always
seeking to reach people wherever they are—
whether in person or via their phone, comput-
er, tablet, television, you name it. And our
goals for the future reflect that.

“There’s no question the audience is chang-
ing,” says Bradshaw. “On top of that, delivery
methods are changing too. We’ve taken some
very concrete steps recently to change the way
we approach our programming. We also have
on the drawing board a couple of programs that
will deal with the subject of homosexuality. My
intent for these programs is to engage with
some members of the homosexual community,
ask them about their viewpoint, talk with them
about the tension between Christianity and the
homosexual community, and do a little more
listening and a little less pontificating. The end
result will still be an examination of certain bib-
lical principles, but we might look at it through
a slightly different lens than we might have
used in Pastor Vandeman’s day.”

Though a decade ago It Is Written did a sig-
nificant amount of shooting on location, in
recent years productions have remained largely
studio-bound. Bradshaw notes that this is
changing as well. “The vast majority of Chris-
tian television is filmed in a studio, talking-head
style, and there are some good reasons for
that,” Bradshaw says. “But in recent times, we’ve
frequently gotten out of the studio and filmed
on location in places like Berlin, Auschwitz,
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Paris, and many more. We’ve found that this is engaging
an audience that has slightly less time for watching a
preacher on a manufactured set. They respond to some-
thing a little more authentic. These programs are slightly
less sermon-y and slightly more documentary in their ori-
entation, and yet they still manage to teach important
biblical principles. We’re able to do some of this owing to
our evangelism travel. If we’re in Prague or London, why
waste a fantastic location when there are stories that mat-
ter just waiting to be told?

“We’ve got new programming in the pipeline as well.
After all these years, it’s past time for us to roll out some-
thing different—not radically different, but different enough
to move with the times and make a greater impact.”

Making a connection
When the General Conference launched Hope Channel
in 2003, it came nearly two decades after the independent
Three Angels Broadcasting Network started broadcasting.
In the decade since, Hope Channel has grown exponen-
tially, and today comprises 23 channels around the world.
Hope Channel airs its own programs, as well as produc-
tions by North American Division broadcast ministries
and independent ministries like Amazing Facts. Its vision
statement: “Hope Channel will be the premier Christian
television network.”

In 2010, the General Conference opened a $5.2-million
extension of its Silver Spring, Maryland headquarters
building, a 2,800-square-foot studio for Hope Channel.
The new studios called into further question the future of
the Adventist Media Center. 

Hope Channel is available free over the air in such
cities as New York and Philadelphia, on DirecTV (which
has 20 million subscribers), via satellite, through the Roku
streaming device (which has about 10 million users), and
through online streaming. An average of 13,000 viewers
stream programs online each week through hopetv.org.

“Hope Channel is a public-facing television broadcast,
primarily focused at reaching non-Adventists,” says Derris
Krause, Hope Channel’s vice president for marketing and
fundraising. (Hope Church Channel features programming
particularly for Adventists, such as live broadcasts of the
Oshkosh Pathfinder camporee nightly programs.) Natural-
ly, though, Adventists make up a large portion of Hope’s
viewership. Though concrete ratings information is hard to
come by, among viewers calling Hope Channel’s primary

39WWW.SPECTRUMMAGAZINE.ORG n north american division and adventist media

The Last Stop, Takoma Park, a Most Unusual D.C. Suburb
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phone number in August 2014, 7 percent were
18 or younger, 16 percent were 19–29 years old,
29 percent were aged 40–59, 46 percent were 
in their sixties or older, and only 2 percent were
in their thirties. Seventy-three percent of
respondents were female, 27 percent male; 52
percent were Adventist, 31 percent other
Protestant, 15 percent members of no church,
and 2 percent Catholic.

The demographic reached per program
varies. Cross Connection, a roundtable program
focusing on the life of Jesus, primarily reaches
viewers aged 25–40. Let’s Pray and Go Healthy 
for Good attracts primarily women 40 and older.
Hope Sabbath School attracts a wider range of
viewers.

At its beginning, one of the top Hope Chan-
nel programs was the weekly Adventist Newsline.
It enjoyed a million-dollar annual budget,
allowing field production around the globe.
The church slashed its funding when it found
that, for the same money, it could buy satellite
time around the world.

“We produced Newsline for a year and three
months,” says Ray Dabrowski, director of com-
munication for the General Conference from
1994 to 2010. “We built it around professional
news people. Then a crunch came. When Hope
Channel was building a budget for the next year,
they pulled us together and said, ‘You are spend-
ing far too much per program. We would like
you to produce a program based on Adventist
News Network and the wonderful news output
you have. All you need to do is put somebody
behind a desk, and you don’t need to do any
editing because it will be read. The whole thing
will cost seven hundred dollars an episode.’

“Hope Channel is producing programs that are
attractive to the audience that is giving money to
it,” Dabrowski says. “People are happy to say,
‘This is Adventist; I will support it.’ They are not
discriminating in terms of what would be attrac-
tive to and speak to the needs of viewers. And
they’re not focused on what would reach an audi-
ence younger than their fifties and sixties. Mass
media is a media of the youth. Of course, every-

body watches TV, but look at who is watching
what. We are not producing programs that would
be attractive to the `Whatever’ generation.”

Typical secular cable programming features a
host of “you are there” programs like Dirty Jobs,
Deadliest Catch, Top Gear, and Mythbusters. Such
shows engage viewers with questions of how
they’d relate to given situations or allow them
to explore intriguing issues or scenarios they
may not encounter in real life. Considering
Adventism’s holistic emphasis, the lack of such
programming from the church is striking.

“Raw, unbridled story-telling is what people
have an appetite for today,” says Brillhart.
“Talking-head TV is cheap to produce. The
downside is that it presents Adventism as all in
the box and out of touch. I was once proudly
told by a leader at headquarters that the budget
for an hour-long show was $350. What is bet-
ter, spending $350,000 for an audience of two
million or $350 for an audience so small it can-
not be measured?”

Hope Channel’s annual budget is just under
$10 million for its flagship channel. Of that,
$4.9 million is appropriations from the General
Conference, and $2.1 million in donations,
along with miscellaneous income and assorted
other appropriations. In 2013, Hope Channel
produced 315 hours of new content at its Silver
Spring studio. On average, about 10 percent of
Hope Channel’s programming each week is
new content.

“Hope Channel quickly learned the chal-
lenge of filling a full-time schedule with the
quantity of fresh and compelling content neces-
sary to build and sustain a viewing audience,”
says Krause. “Extensive investment must be
made not only in broadcast and distribution
infrastructure, but also in quality program pro-
duction. A significant area of continuing
improvement for Hope Channel is to refresh
frequently repeating programs with newer con-
tent. Hope Channel continues to learn the best
ways to present message points that champion
Seventh-day Adventist beliefs, faith practices,
and mission in ways that are relevant to a pub-
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lic audience. It is often easy to incorporate into
shows Adventist language, news, and organiza-
tional references that have limited value to a
public audience.”

“We recognize the need for production
variety,” Krause says. “While budgetary limita-
tions often keep us studio-bound, we have
started making great strides over the past few
years. In 2012 we introduced packages pro-
duced outside the studio that were incorporat-
ed into the typical studio-based interview
program. In 2013 we produced GOD?—a series
of sermons by David Asscherick preaching to
a studio audience. While not a complete
departure from preaching or [an] interview
format, the production is a definite improve-
ment to this type of production.”

In 2012, Hope Channel started airing live
programs with viewer participation. Go Healthy 
. . . for Good features cooking and exercise seg-
ments as well as practical demonstrations of
best health practices. In autumn 2014 Hope
Channel debuted Natural Lifestyle Cooking, com-
bining a cooking demonstration of a three-
course meal with a short devotional that shifts
from the kitchen set to a family room set.

“In a partnership with Quiet Hour Ministries
this season, we have a reality/on-location show
that will add variety; more partnerships and
program acquisition plans are underway,” says
Krause. In 2015 Hope Channel will premiere its
first completely out-of-the-studio show, Jesus
Revolution. It will compare Jesus’ life while on
earth and Jesus conveyed on the streets today.
The program will be produced in the Middle
East and New York City.

In September 2014, Hope Channel
appointed 36-year-old Gabriel Begle as Vice
President of Programming, Production, and
Broadcast. “Modern TV is all about stories,
and we’ll work diligently to make Hope
Channel the best story teller in Christian
media,” a Hope Channel news release quoted
Begle as saying. “It’s about making a connection
with a world of people who are looking to
God for a better life.”

Novo Tempo
At hopetv.org, you not only can Web surf,
you can channel surf, checking out fifteen of
Hope Channel’s affiliates from around the
world. Two stations will likely stand out—the
Spanish and Portuguese channels broadcasting
from the South American Division media cen-
ter in Jacareí, Brazil. Called Nuevo Tiempo in
Spanish and, in Portuguese, Novo Tempo
(“New Time”; trademark issues prevented the
use of Portuguese and Spanish translations 
of “Hope Channel”), the center demonstrates 
a technical creativity and audience awareness
that goes beyond typical religious fare. For
instance, instead of just showing musicians
singing live in the studio, the creative team
produces their own artistic music videos. The
studio carefully tracks audience response to
each of their programs.

Located about an hour outside of Sao Paulo,
the twelfth-largest city in the world (with 
a metropolitan population of 20 million), the
SAD media center employs more than 330
people, including journalists, social media spe-
cialists, advertising developers, and graphic
artists. According to a 2012 Adventist News
Network article, the average employee is
under 30 years old.

“Novo Tempo is growing faster than any
other gospel TV channel in Brazil,” says Isaies
Moraes, a public school teacher and church
member in Brasilia, Brazil. “It is on the two
top cable television systems in Brazil, and
available over-the-air in many cities. Lots of
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people are studying the Bible by mail or Inter-
net without any previous contact with the
Adventist church.”

Part of Novo Tempo’s success, Moraes says,
is the contrast between it and other religious
broadcasters that offer more sensationalized
programming. “Neo-Pentecostal churches,
which are totally money-oriented, with their
‘theology of prosperity,’ can afford good time
on over-the-air television,” he says. “Novo
Tempo is getting attention from people who
are really tired of these common religious TV
programs, which are full of supposed stories of
cures and miracles. Novo Tempo is attracting
people with an educational background.”

“We would like to see what is happening
[with] Novo Tempo happen in North America,”
says Krause. “Seventy percent of [Brazilian]
households have access to Hope Channel on
their chosen television viewing platform. To
the public in Brazil, Novo Tempo is synony-
mous with the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
Most people’s first encounter of the Adventist
church is a positive one and is through Novo
Tempo. Many churches co-brand their facility
with the Hope Channel logo. Their positive
learning experience and discovery of Jesus
through Novo Tempo has them yearning for a
like-minded faith community. As in Brazil, we
want Hope Channel to be [an] instrument to
introduce people to a loving God and a loving
church family.”

“[Novo Tempo] talks with people in Por-
tuguese with cultural values that are understood
by most of the people,” observes Dabrowski.
“One of the big problems Hope Channel has
and will continue to have is that it does not
understand the nature of the medium fully. TV
is entertainment! And a little bit education. And
a little information. Television is based on com-
munication. I have been challenging those say-
ing, ‘We are all about evangelism.’ I say, ‘Wait a
minute, evangelism yes, but evangelism without
communication means little.’

“The South American media center does a
lot of research in terms of the audience,”

Dabrowski continues. “They constantly evalu-
ate, evaluate, evaluate. And much of their pro-
gramming is entertainment, including a lot of
music, on the top level. And also, they don’t
stay away from controversy. They have
debates on TV.” 

North America
As a consequence of the General Conference
headquarters being located in the United
States, the North American Division is the
only one that does not oversee the content of
the Hope Channel in its territory. In July
2014 the NAD elected Gordon Pifher as its
first Vice President for Media. Though the
NAD already had a VP for communication,
that office is focused on public relations and
internal communications. Pifher is tasked with
overseeing the former Media Center min-
istries’ efforts to reach North America’s urban
areas and will work with Hope Channel to
develop programming for a particularly North
American audience. Along with Dan Weber,
NAD director of communication, Pifher
serves on Hope Channel’s Program Develop-
ment committee.
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The growing ranks of unchurched people in
North America is of particular concern to NAD
leadership. “It’s easy for us to lose focus on who
we need to reach out to,” says Weber. “It’s not
all about baptisms—a lot of it’s about going in
and creating a presence in a community, so
when we share the gospel it’s not ‘I don’t know
anything about Adventists.’ Or if they’re totally
secular and know nothing about God, we’re
talking about the mark of the beast or whatever
when they just want to know who God is.
Instead of going from A to Z we need to bring
them on a gradual journey and present the full
alphabet of who we are and what we believe, in
different steps and different phases. A huge part
of that is letting the average person know who
we are and what we stand for—health, educa-
tion, family development. That’s creating an
environment where people know and respect
each other and can share what they believe.
That’s gonna take a changing of a mindset as
we try to deal with the changing demographics
and society in North America.”

The NAD recently built their own small stu-
dio to produce material to support its depart-
ments, such as a resource for Family Ministries
called “Help, I’m a Parent.”

“One-idea men”
“In my many years collaborating on Adventist
projects in the North American Division, I
worked with very talented and dedicated peo-
ple,” says Brillhart. “I have been told on more
than one occasion by highly respected non-
Adventist colleagues and peers that they are
amazed at the dedication the Seventh-day
Adventist Church has to media.”

Though the bulk of commentary on Adven-
tist media and publications tends to come from
strident critics, Brillhart encourages church
members to speak out. “Watch what is put out
there by the church and have an opinion about
it,” he says. “Your tithe dollars paid for it. Sup-
port what is speaking to you. Send feedback
about what concerns you or puts you to sleep.
Promote via social media church-produced and

independently produced media that you like.
“The democratization of media brings some

interesting challenges and opportunities,” Brill-
hart notes. “Anyone can say anything to just
about everywhere. Controlling the message is
a thing of the past. Perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge, at least when it comes to the external
market, is relevance. Even with instant access
to the entire North American Division, we
cannot expect the ‘tried and true’ methods of
communicating the gospel to be effective.
Don’t be ‘one-idea men’ were the words Ellen
White penned to Adventist workers sharing
the gospel a century ago.  

“This is the challenge for those in Adventist
media today,” Brillhart continues. “Think out-
side the box, question the box, repaint the
box, put some doors and windows on the box.
Add wings. Be willing and courageous enough
to try new things. Wait—isn’t that the story of
the recently completed series The Record Keeper?
It is the institution, in this case the very insti-
tution that wanted to communicate in a new
way, that is experiencing numbing dissonance
when it comes to widely releasing the finished
product. I am of the opinion that God cannot
be embarrassed by us. God cannot be harmed
by us. Adventism thinks it can be harmed.
Remember the ancient [advertising] adage:
‘Any press is good press.’ ”

As It Is Written’s John Bradshaw notes, “We’re
really only limited by our imagination.”  n
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“Before the message there must be the vision, before the
sermon the hymn, before the prose the poem.”

—Amos Wilder, Theopoetic

T
he two Adventist hymnals I have known in
my lifetime both begin with praises to God
the Creator. Although the first hymn in the
Church Hymnal of 1941,1 “Before Jehovah’s

Awful Throne,” perplexed me when I first learned to
read (what was “awful” about God’s throne?), I sang with
gusto the first stanza, concluding with: “He can create,
and He destroy.” By the second stanza I was singing my
conviction that the same God “made us of clay.” The
first hymn in the 1985 Seventh-day Adventist Hymnal,2

“Praise to the Lord,” jumps immediately to the creative
attributes of God: “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the
King of creation!”

This emphasis on creation isn’t surprising. The
Hebrew Bible’s hymnal, the book of Psalms (sometimes
referred to as the Psalter), contains many references to
God as the creative source of all life. One of the early
psalms celebrates the majesty of God as creator and
talks of the heavens as “the work of your fingers, the
moon and the stars that you have established” (Ps. 8:3).3

Psalm 100, another favorite source of inspiration for
writers of Christian hymns, proclaims: “Know that the
Lord is God, it is he that made us, and we are his” (Ps.
100:3). The first of Revelation’s sixteen hymns begins
with four creatures before God’s throne constantly
singing: “ ‘Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the Almighty,
who was and is and is to come’ ” (Rev. 4:8), which is
then followed by the first hymn sung by humans in this
book: “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive
glory and honor and power, for you created all things,
and by your will they existed and were created” (v. 11).

Imagery in Seventh-day Adventist hymnals reflects
these rich biblical understandings of creation because
hymn writers (poets) draw from the cultural and literary
worlds of the biblical authors. The imagery they used
also reflects the scientific understanding of their time.
Scientific assumptions enter our hymnody, and thus our
liturgy, as new theoretical constructs, making possible
new language for worship. 

My husband and I became more aware of this about a
year ago. We often sit at the piano and sing hymns
together. One day we did this after a conversation
reflecting on the current discussions over faith and sci-
ence. Suddenly the creation imagery and scientific lan-
guage of the hymns caught our attention! For several
days afterward we kept reading the lyrics of hymns
whenever we had a free moment, sharing our findings
with each other. 

“Did you find the one with ‘radiant orbs’?” 
“What about the one with ‘boundless curves of space’

in the title?” 
“I found one that mentions the atom.” 
“I found two that mention the atom!” 
Our discoveries launched me into a study focusing on

the cosmologies (that is, various understandings of the
structure of the universe) reflected in hymns found in
the two most recent Seventh-day Adventist hymnals
(1941, 1985). In any given hymn, what is the cosmology
assumed by the poet? 

The actual development of cosmological concepts
and their implications for understanding the cosmos are
for others such as astronomers and physicists to ponder.
My goal is much more humble: to show that there is in
fact a wide cosmological diversity in Adventist hymnals,
and this is reflected in worship when Adventists sing
together. 

Hymns constitute a form of poetic language that is

45

DISCUSSED | Adventist hymnody, three-tiered cosmology, Adventist Hymnal, Creation, scientific eras, liturgy, Copernicus



46 spectrum VOLUME 42 ISSUE 4 n fall 2014

inclusive rather than boundary making. Such
language holds together heart and mind as it
sparks the imagination, invokes wonder, and
celebrates mystery. It is language that retains a
sense of humility before God. As Adventists
wrestle with ways to describe their hopes and
beliefs for a new era, they need the language
of poetry in all its richness. And Adventists
need to keep singing together.

Creation imagery in Adventist hymnody
The most important source for the hymns
Adventists sing is the Christian Scriptures,
both Old and New Testament. This is illus-
trated by the “Scriptural Index of Worship
Aids” (pp. 789–791) and the tightly lined six-
teen-page index of “Scriptural Allusions in
Hymns” (pp. 791–807) included in the 1985
hymnal. Of the total of 695 hymns represent-
ed in the two compendiums, only eight do not
have any scriptural allusion.4

But how is the language of Scripture under-
stood by the poets whose works are in Adven-
tist hymnals? This article will take note of both
the diverse theoretical assumptions and the
new scientific language that became available
at different times in the approximately three
hundred years during which most of the hymns
were composed (mid-seventeenth to mid-twen-
tieth century). This was a period of remarkable
change in scientific understandings of the uni-
verse and its basic elements, and the liturgical
language of the hymns reflects these changes;
that is, it reflects the best science of the poets’
times. We can also see that science and wor-
ship need not be at odds with each other but
work in harmony, at least within these liturgi-
cal documents we refer to as hymnals.

A three-tiered cosmology
It has long been observed that the authors of the
biblical texts understood their world as part of
what has been described as a three-tiered cos-
mos. The middle tier was the tier of human life.
It consisted of the flat, circular (not spherical)
earth (Ps. 136:6; Job 26:10; Prov. 8:27; Isa.

40:22) surrounded by the “waters below”; the fir-
mament (or sky dome) holding back the “waters
above”; and the sky in between the firmament
and the earth, which made life possible (Job
26:7–14; Prov. 8:22–31). Biblical writers referred
to the firmament as a “tent” or “canopy” (Ps.
104:2; Isa. 40:22) with portals that allowed rain
to occasionally come through the firmament to
earth. The dry land of earth was the floor of the
tent or a circle on the face of the waters (Job
26:10; Prov. 8:27; Ps. 136:6). (See Fig 1.)5  In
describing events that affected all the living
inhabitants of the flat earth, biblical writers
emphasized the “four corners” of the earth (Rev.
7:1; 20:8). The earth was held up by “founda-
tions” that made it immovable (Job 38:4–6; Prov.
8:29; Jer. 31:37; Ps. 93:1; 96:10; 104:5; 1 Chron.
16:30). The sun, moon, and stars existed toward
the top of the sky dome, with the sun rising and
setting each day (Gen. 1:14–18; Eccles. 1:5; Ps.
19:6).6

The top tier, “the heavens,” was the place 
of God who reigned in the heavens (Ezek.
1:22–26). God was not confined to the second
tier but existed beyond the sky dome and
beyond the waters held at bay by it. 

The third tier, the underworld, existed far
below the earth and was part of the waters of
the deep. This abyss (or pit or Sheol) (Jonah
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2:2–6) was the location farthest from God and
the heavens. It signified death and separation
from God. Using the most comprehensive lan-
guage possible in such a three-tiered world,
the writer of the book of Revelation declared
with emphasis that no one from any part of all
three tiers could open the scroll held by the
One seated on the throne: “And no one in
heaven or on earth or under the earth was able to
open the scroll or look into it” (Rev. 5:3,
emphasis supplied).7

Drawing heavily on the language of Scrip-
ture and its assumptions concerning a three-
tiered cosmos, the writers of many hymns
bring this cosmology into contemporary litur-
gy. Thomas Chisholm’s 1923 hymn, “Great Is
Thy Faithfulness,” a favorite hymn of many
contemporary worshipers, contains language
in which celestial bodies follow designated
courses above the earth: “Sun, moon, and stars
in their courses above / Join with all nature in
manifold witness / To Thy great faithfulness,
mercy, and love.”8 In addition, quite a few
hymns refer to the “dome” of the sky.9 For
example, Mary A. Lathbury’s 1876 hymn “Day
Is Dying in the West” includes the imagery of
the night causing the sky’s lamps to be lit
(stanza 1), and then, in the second stanza,
“Lord of life, beneath the dome / Of the uni-
verse, Thy home / Gather us who seek Thy
face / To the fold of Thy embrace / For Thou
art nigh.”10 Even though by the mid-nine-
teenth century science had long discarded the
idea of a dome over a flat earth, this imagery
continued in Christian liturgy even as it was
combined with the concept of “universe.”
Scottish hymn writer Horatius Bonar
(1808–1889) included it in his hymn, “Angel
Voices Sweetly Singing,” as the first stanza
repeats the title and then continues with
“Echoes through the blue dome ringing.”11

The antiquated assumption of portals in a
sky dome is also found in the popular hymn,
“Praise Him! Praise Him!” written by Fanny
Crosby (1869). The third stanza proclaims:
“Praise Him! Praise Him! Jesus, our blessed

Redeemer! / Heavenly portals, loud with hosan-
nas ring!”12 Even the more recent 1985 hymnal
includes the Thomas Kelly (1769–1854) hymn,
“Look, You Saints! the Sight Is Glorious,” where
the second stanza includes the phrase, “On the
seat of power enthrone Him / While the vault
of heaven rings.”13

Three-tiered cosmology often brought with
it a tension between the three realms. Could
one move from one realm to another?14 Several
hymns assume that one can, including the
hymn written in 1781 by George Heath, “My
Soul, Be On Thy Guard.”15 The first stanza
asserts: “The hosts of sin are pressing hard / To
draw thee from the skies.” This sense of drama
between the realms is underscored by Heath’s
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fourth stanza: “Fight on, my soul, till death /
Shall bring thee to thy God; / He’ll take thee
at thy parting breath / To His divine abode.”16

This fourth stanza was omitted from both
Adventist hymnals, and Adventists understand
why. But aside from its understanding of the
state of the dead, the hymn (including the sec-
tions that were kept) assumes a battle between
the tiers or realms in Bible cosmology. 

Another hymn that emphasizes this aspect of
three-tiered cosmology is “How Vain Is all
Beneath the Skies!” by David E. Ford (1797–
1875). The assumption in the title of anything
“above the skies” being in conflict with “all
beneath the skies” is a vestige of three-tiered cos-
mology.17 The hymn “Sweet the Time,” written
in 1779 by Calvinist preacher George Burder,
considers the Incarnation as God leaving one
realm to go to another. States part of the third
stanza: “Sing the Son’s amazing love; / How He
left the realms above.”18

In addition to Christ’s movement between
the three tiers, several hymns emphasize the
location of God in the highest realm. Isaac
Watts (1674–1748), writer of thirty-two
hymns in the 1941 hymnal, uses many of the
actual words from Psalm 36:5–8 in writing his
hymn, “High in the Heavens.”19 His first line,
“High in the heavens, eternal God” assumes
the location of God in the realm above the
“waters above”; and his hymn, “There Is a Land
of Pure Delight” suggests that the realms are
not far apart: “And but a little space divides /
This heavenly land from ours.”20 Imagine the
impossibility of this cosmology after Coperni-
cus and the later launching of space flight,
which highlighted the paradox of both “up”
and “out” there.

We can see that assumptions about a three-
tiered world held by biblical writers enter
Adventist worship through the singing of
hymns.21 These are cherished alongside other
hymns containing very different views of the
universe. Ptolemy, who lived while the latest
books of the New Testament were being writ-
ten, developed a very different understanding of

the cosmos, one in which a round earth hung in
space without a “dome” or “vault.” Ptolemy’s cos-
mology would influence many other hymns
treasured by the Adventist Church. 

A two-sphere cosmology
In his work Almagest, Claudius Ptolemy
(90–168 CE) articulated a comprehensive geo-
centric cosmology that would be authoritative
for more than 1,300 years. This careful, docu-
mented, and detailed work replaced the three-
tiered cosmology with an earth-centered solar
system made up of “nested” spheres. The sun,
moon, stars, and planets all orbited a station-
ary earth. Ptolemy’s calculations even allowed
him to consider the dimensions of the universe
and estimate the distance between planets. 

Another major work by Ptolemy, Apotelesmatika
(a four-volume work translated as Astrological Out-
comes), considered the effects of the movement of
the planets on humans. Building on the work of
Pythagoras (570–495 BCE) six centuries earlier,
Ptolemy hypothesized that, given the mathemat-
ical proportions, precision, and harmony of the
celestial bodies, sounds were created. Even if
unheard by human ears, this sound could be
called “the music of the spheres.”22

The reader familiar with Christian hymns is
probably already humming the tune to “This Is
My Father’s World.” The first stanza exults
because “to my listening ears, all nature sings,
and round me rings / The music of the
spheres.”23 This more developed cosmology
made possible new images and new language
for hymn writers.

Daniel Turner’s hymn “Beyond the Starry
Skies” considers the location of God using fas-
cinating imagery: “Beyond the starry skies, /
Far as th’ eternal hills, / There in the sound-
less world of light / Our great Redeemer
dwells.”24 Turner and his brother-in-law, James
Fanch, adapted and expanded an earlier hymn
written by Fanch that began, “Beyond the glit-
tering, starry globes.”25 It is interesting that the
adaptation of the first line from “starry globes”
to “starry skies” removes the imagery of a
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Ptolemaic cosmology, replacing it with the
earlier imagery of a three-tiered cosmology.
Older understandings prevail even as new
knowledge becomes available.

Other examples of geocentric cosmology
assumed in the Adventist hymnals include
Edward Perronet’s 1779 hymn, “All Hail the
Power of Jesus’ Name!” In stanza three, the invi-
tation is: “Let every kindred, every tribe, on this
terrestrial ball, / To Him all majesty ascribe, and
crown Him Lord of all!”26 In Perronet’s hymn,
the earth is definitely no longer understood as a
flat circle in the middle of the “waters of the
deep,” but rather as a sphere in the heavens.
And Sydney Carter’s 1961 hymn “Every Star
Shall Sing a Carol” reflects a cosmology that has
planets making some kind of music: “Every star
and every planet, / Every creature, high or low, /
Come and praise the King of heaven / By what-
ever name you know.”27

Joseph Addison’s hymn “The Spacious Fir-
mament” is a good example of the way liturgi-
cal language utilizes different cosmologies.28

Like the hymnal itself, a single hymn is flexible
enough (unlike other genres such as scientific
journals and theological prose) to embrace and
hold together contradictory views of the uni-
verse. Addison’s much-loved 1712 hymn main-
tains the “firmament” language inspired by
Psalm 19:1–3 while also assuming key elements
of Ptolemy’s geocentric cosmology:

The spacious firmament on high, / With all the blue,
ethereal sky,
And spangled heavens, a shining frame, / Their great
Original proclaim.
Th’ unwearied sun from day to day / Does his Cre-
ator’s power display,
And publishes to every land / The work of an
almighty hand.

Soon as the evening shades prevail, / The moon takes
up the wondrous tale;
And nightly to the listening earth / Repeats the story
of her birth;
While all the stars that round her burn, / And all the

planets in their turn,
Confirm the tidings as they roll, / And spread the
truth from pole to pole.

What though in solemn silence all / Move round the
dark terrestrial ball?
What though no real voice nor sound / Amid their
radiant orbs be found?
In reason’s ear they all rejoice / And utter forth a
glorious voice,
Forever singing as they shine, / “The hand that made
us is divine.”
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The first stanza, dealing with daytime, uses the lan-
guage of “firmament on high” and “shining frame,”
images from a three-tiered cosmology. The “dome” or
“vault” as understood by biblical writers would definitely
create a “shiny” appearance (see footnote 11). But the
fact that the sky is an “ethereal” sky is a later classical
Ptolemaic concept, where “ether” was the mysterious
substance of space surrounding the spheres. The last two
lines then consider the sun, the movement of which is
now not referenced other than it being “unwearied.” 

The second stanza focuses on nighttime and the
activity of the moon. If the “her” in line three is referring
back to the earth of line two, then stars and planets
orbit the earth, as in Ptolemy’s cosmology. This is
underscored in the first line of the third stanza, as “all”
moves around earth (“the dark terrestrial ball”). The
third stanza also suggests Ptolemaic science by alluding
to the music of the planets (“forever singing”). But while
referencing the Ptolemaic cosmology, is Addison’s third
stanza also reflecting a church-and-science conflict over
an even more developed cosmology—that of Coperni-
cus—whose discoveries suggested that the music of the
spheres was no longer a valid idea? The phrases “What
though in solemn silence” and “What though no real
voice nor sound . . . be found” suggest that Addison is
actually discounting the validity of the “music of the

spheres,” reflecting the cosmological challenges of his
day even as he still confesses faith in the Creator. 

Addison is clearly playing with various categories—
giving a nod to the cosmology of Scripture while con-
sidering more recent understandings of the universe. 
For example, if in the second stanza the “her” of line
three is not the earth of line 2 but the moon of line 1
(recall that this stanza emphasizes the nighttime after the
first stanza focused on the daytime), and earth is one 
of the planets in motion, then Addison may well be
embracing less Ptolemy’s cosmology than Copernicus’
heliocentric cosmology. It is clear from some of Addi-
son’s famous prose contributions to the journals the Tatler
and the Spectator that he was well aware of the debate
over differing views of the structure of the universe.29

Readers should notice two other hints given by Addi-
son that he is wrestling with changing concepts. First,
the last phrase in the second stanza states that the night
skies “spread the truth from pole to pole.” While Ptole-
my’s cosmology moved humanity from the cosmos of
the three tiers into the universe of space, it did not have
the earth spinning on its axis with north and south
poles. Those images are post-Copernicus. So, how many
cosmologies are present in this one hymn by Addison?
What is he doing in these three stanzas? What is Addi-
son suggesting about God and our world? 

In addition, the third stanza’s phrase “in reason’s ear
they all rejoice” causes one to pause. The age of reason
supplied new language for humans to understand our
world. Is Addison winking at us, holding together in one
hymn Scripture’s firmament, Ptolemy’s earth in space,
and even further developments in science? “In reason’s
ear” the radiant orbs may not create sphere music, but
they do witness to a divine Creator. Science changes;
wonder remains. The language of liturgy (according to
Amos Wilder, the language of vision, hymn, and
poem30) can hold these various ways of describing what
is wondrous about our world and its cosmos.

Copernicus’ heliocentric cosmology
The shift in cosmology from an earth-centered to a sun-
centered universe was such a radical ideological disrup-
tion that it would take terminology like “revolution” to
adequately describe it. The Copernican Revolution
began in 1543 with the publication by Nicolaus Coper-
nicus (1473–1543) of De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (On
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the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres), in which
he articulated new understanding based on
intricate mathematical calculations. The revo-
lution continued with the work of Galileo
Galilei (1564–1642), who, pointing his tele-
scope to the heavens, found empirical support
for Copernicus’ new understanding of the cos-
mos. Two additional names warrant mention
even in the briefest descriptions of the
momentous shift in thinking: Johannes Kepler
(1571–1630), whose laws of planetary motion
included the elliptical orbiting of planets, and
Isaac Newton (1643–1727), whose 1687 work
Principia, about the law of universal gravitation
and its ramifications for a solar system, is often
considered the logical outcome and fitting
conclusion of the revolution that Copernicus
started 144 years earlier. With these scientists
came insightful new imagery and new lan-
guage for describing the universe. The earth in
movement around the sun and spinning on its
axis was a discovery that led to new considera-
tions of the earth’s two poles. The vastness of
space expanded even farther beyond Ptolemy’s
universe as humans struggled to understand
the implications and reassess their place
amidst new worlds and multiple suns.31

Robert Grant (1779–1838) wrote the words
to his 1833 hymn “O Worship the King” after
reading the hymn by William Kethe, “All Peo-
ple That on Earth Do Dwell.” These two
hymns are in both the 1941 and 1985 Adventist
hymnals.32 Drawing from Psalm 104, Grant’s
second stanza includes the words: “O tell of His
might, O sing of His grace, whose robe is the
light, whose canopy space.” It is important to
note that by the time Grant writes his hymn,
the “canopy” is no longer the firmament or
dome under God’s dwelling place, as was sug-
gested by the psalmist. Rather, the location of
God’s being is in the vastness of space. John W.
Peterson’s 1948 hymn “It Took a Miracle”
includes a refrain with Copernican assumptions
about the vastness of space: “It took a miracle
to put the stars in place, / It took a miracle to
hang the world in space.”33

Some sources suggest that the first recorded
use of “space” in an astronomical sense in the
English language is from John Milton’s Paradise
Lost, where he states: “All space, the ambient
Aire, wide interfus’d imbracing round this
florid Earth . . .”34 In his use of space as “stellar
depth” Milton gives us another reminder of
the closeness between the philosophical impli-
cations of cosmology and the language of
poetry. New scientific insights make their way
into contemporary liturgy. Milton’s life illus-
trates this point. While a teenager, Milton
wrote a poem based on Psalm 136. At fifteen,
his lyrics reflected a more traditionally Ptole-
maic world, where “the golden tresséd sun, all
day long his course to run.”35 However, after a
lifetime of encounters, including one with
Galileo, Milton would reflect more contempo-
rary understandings of the universe in his epic
poem Paradise Lost.36

Katherine K. Davis, composer of the
Christmas favorite, “The Little Drummer Boy,”
wrote the hymn “Let All Things Now Living”
under the pseudonym John Cowley.37 In it she
used the term orbit when speaking of the sun.
In some versions of this hymn the lyrics in
stanza two read: “His law He enforces: the
stars in their courses, / The sun in its orbit,
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obediently shine.”38 However, the version
found in the 1985 Adventist hymnal reads:
“His law He enforces: the stars in their cours-
es, the sun in His orbit, obediently shine.” Do
these “textual critical” observations reflect a
tension between a Ptolemaic cosmology that
was adapted to conform to a Copernican cos-
mology?39 Composer Brian Wren’s 1978 hymn,
“Is This a Day of New Beginnings?” is much
clearer in its Copernican assumptions. His sec-
ond stanza reads: “How can the seasons of a
planet mindlessly spinning round its sun /
With just a human name and number / Say
that some new thing has begun?”40

Copernicus’ cosmology not only placed the
sun at the center of our universe, it also
allowed for the existence of many other suns
and worlds. The 1971 hymn written by R. B.
Y. Scott was created to use with the grand
tune Jerusalem.41 The first stanza expresses well
the new understanding: “O world of God, so
vast and strange, profound and wonderful and
fair, / Beyond the utmost reach of thought, but
not beyond a Father’s care! We are not
strangers on this earth whirling amid the suns
of space; / We are God’s children, this our
home, with those of every clime and race.”42 In
his third stanza, Scott plays with the concept
of time: “O world of time’s far-stretching
years! there was a day when time stood still, /
A central moment when there rose a cross
upon a cruel hill.” Scott’s hymn incorporates
the new science with its vastness of space and
time, yet retains and emphasizes the signifi-
cance of humanity through Calvary’s sacrifice;
a “day when time stood still” is described
along with the suns of the cosmos.43

While only a few hymns include the 
concept of multiple suns, quite a number of
hymns include the plural “worlds” in their
lyrics. The post-Copernicus possibility of
worlds beyond earth seemed to deeply influ-
ence hymn writers. While some still alluded to
the three-tiered cosmos of the biblical world,
most found inspiration in a vast space that
might include life in worlds beyond our own.

For example, a hymn about the day of Sabbath
rest, “Again the Day Returns” by William
Mason (1725–1797), includes the phrase,
“Lord of all worlds, incline Thy gracious ear.”44

Daniel C. Roberts’ 1876 hymn “God of Our
Fathers,” whose stirring musical composition
by George W. Warren included a beginning
with a fanfare of trumpets, is another example.
Its first stanza proclaims: “God of our fathers,
whose almighty hand, / Leads forth in beauty
all the starry band, / Of shining worlds in
splendor through the skies, / Our grateful
songs before Thy throne arise.”45

Two hymns by Isaac Watts (1674–1748)
included in the 1985 hymnal also illustrate the
way that a single composer used the imagery
of diverse cosmologies. Both of these hymns
were written for Watts’ Psalms of David Imitated
in the Language of the New Testament, published in
1719. The hymn “With Songs and Honors”
concludes the first stanza with words describ-
ing “the Lord on high”: “Over the heavens He
spreads His cloud, / And waters veil the sky.”46

Watts, who was very informed concerning
advances in eighteenth-century cosmology,47

maintains a three-tiered cosmology in this
hymn. However, in another hymn published
in this same 1719 collection, “Let All on Earth
Their Voices Raise,” he includes these words
in the second stanza: “He framed the globe;
He built the sky; / He made the shining
worlds on high.”48 The assumed cosmology
here is post-Copernican, with the location of a
round earth and the possibility of multiple
worlds in the vastness of space.49

Three other hymns in the 1985 hymnal
underscore the “worlds” of distant space. The
cosmological assumptions of these hymns pro-
vide a foundation for key theological concepts.
One hymn emphasizes God’s attributes as Cre-
ator, another the wonder of the Incarnation, and
a third gives a vision of human work and witness
that goes even beyond our world. First, “How
Great Thou Art,” originally written by Carl
Boberg in 1885 and later translated into English
by Stuart K. Hine (the final version wasn’t com-
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pleted until 1948), is strongly Copernican.50 The
first stanza reads: “O Lord my God! When I in
awesome wonder consider all the worlds [works]
Thy hands have made, I see the stars, I hear the
rolling [mighty] thunder, Thy pow’r thro’out the
universe displayed.” An asterisk in the 1985 hym-
nal draws attention to the phrases “all the worlds”
and “I hear the rolling thunder.” The note explains
that the “author’s original words are ‘works’ and
‘mighty.’ ”51 Contemporary performers and wor-
shipers are clearly able to interchange the
“works” and “worlds” of God without any diffi-
culty. What would have been impossible in a
three-tiered or even Ptolemaic universe is possi-
ble after Copernicus.

The hymn “Of the Father’s Love Begotten,”
emphasizing the Incarnation, is included in the
section of the 1985 hymnal dedicated to the
First Advent.52 Like “How Great Thou Art,”
this hymn underwent a translation transforma-
tion. Originally written by Aurelius Clemens
Prudentius (348–413?) in Latin, the phrase we
now sing as “ere the worlds began to be” was
originally “before the beginning of the
world.”53 The beginning of all life is invoked as
a way to honor the image of God the Father
whose son Jesus is born. The first stanza con-
tinues: “He is Alpha and Omega, / He the
source, the ending He, / Of the things that
are, that have been, / And that future years
shall see, / Evermore and evermore!”

In 1983 Brian Wren published the hymn,
“Lord God, Your Love Has Called Us Here”
that begins with images of creation, though
marred by sin.54 In the fourth stanza Wren
writes: “Then take the towel, and break the
bread, / And humble us, and call us friends. /
Suffer and serve till all are fed / And show how
grandly love intends / To work till all creation
sings, / To fill all worlds, to crown all things.”
For Wren, “worlds” becomes a challenge for
humans to respond to God’s love with justice
and mercy. As mentioned above, “worlds” is
used in the Adventist hymnals in a variety of
ways. Thus “worlds,” made possible by post-
biblical cosmology, could be filled with rich

theology (God as creator), Christology (Jesus’
incarnation), and ethical eschatology. 

In concluding this section on Copernican
cosmology, we note how Reginald Heber’s 
stirring 1819 mission hymn, “From Greenland’s
Icy Mountains,” could only be composed in 
a post-Copernican universe.55 This hymn
assumes not only the continents of post-bibli-
cal science and a Ptolemaic earth held up in
space, but also an earth rotating on its axis.
The Christian story is to be told “From Green-
land’s icy mountains, / From India’s coral
strand, / Where Afric’s sunny fountains / Roll
down their golden sands.” The fourth stanza
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begins: “Waft, waft, ye winds, His story, / And
you, ye waters, roll, / Till, like a sea of glory, /
It spreads from pole to pole.”

The vastness of Copernicus’ space, with its
spinning earth, multiple suns, and new worlds
inspired the poetry of many hymn writers.
These hymns sit side by side with hymns hav-
ing scriptural allusions to a three-tiered cosmos
and beside hymns assuming a Ptolemaic uni-
verse. Hymns enable us to cope with scientific
change while continuing to affirm faith in the
creator God. Science changes; wonder remains. 

An Einsteinian cosmology
In 1905 Albert Einstein (1879–1955) wrote sev-
eral papers that forever changed the way scien-
tists saw the universe. His theory of special
relativity proposed that moving through space
should not be thought of as moving in fixed
time, like the secondary hand moving on an old
wristwatch. Time was not in fact a constant.
Rather, the speed of light was the constant. The
speed of light was related to time in such a way
that space and time should not be understood
as two things, but as space-time, that is, one
thing, or as two interwoven threads of the same
fabric. This meant that time itself could slow
down, depending on its relationship to space.
He would later expand his theory to deal with
gravity’s effect on space-time, postulating in his
theory of general relativity that space-time was
curved in the presence of matter. 

These insights, along with Edwin Hubble’s
discovery in the 1920s of innumerable galaxies
spread through space, were revolutionary for
cosmology, making it possible to consider both
interstellar space (space within a galaxy) and
intergalactic space (space between galaxies).
The universe was now to be understood as
flexible, dynamic, and finite. In addition, 
Einstein’s famous equation E = mc2 argued for 
a unity between energy, matter, and light. 
At their very essence, mass and energy were
the same, with energy having the potential to
become mass, and mass the potential to
become energy. This would lead to the unlock-

ing of the atom and nuclear research. Although
Einstein resisted moving away from an
unchanging universe, his own theories suggest-
ed otherwise. His physics also made possible
the theory of the big bang as the beginning of
an expanding and evolving universe.

In the eighth century before Christ, Homer’s
mythologies of the Greek gods included men-
tion of Orion and the Pleiades.56 The Bible also
includes references to these objects in the sky
(Job 9:9; 38:31; Amos 5:8). Twentieth-century
hymn writer Howard C. Robbins (1876–1952),
in his hymn “And Have the Bright Immensities,”
includes these ancient references within a con-
temporary scientific context.57 “Have the bright
immensities,” he asks, “received our risen Lord, /
Where light years frame the Pleiades / And point
Orion’s sword? / Do flaming suns His footsteps
trace / Thro’ corridors sublime, the Lord of inter-
stellar space / And conqueror of time?” Today’s
science tells us that the open star cluster
Pleiades, one of the nearest star clusters to earth,
is measured at 424 light years from us. Robbins’s
hymn combines works from eighth-century BCE
Homer with Ptolemy’s second-century constella-
tions and twentieth-century interstellar space!
Certainly liturgical language is distinctive in its
ability to bear a variety of cosmological views
and be the richer for it.

In both the 1941 and the 1985 hymnals,
the ninety-seventh hymn in each reflects Ein-
steinian cosmology. “Lord of the Ocean” in
the 1941 hymnal has lyrics by Alfred Norman
Harker that allude to a “glorious sun that
reigns on high” (stanza 1) and “Thy vast
domain” (stanza 4). Both these images reflect a
Copernican cosmology. But Harker also
includes this phrase in stanza 2: “Send forth
Thy light in earth’s dark hour; / As flashing
lightning speeds through space.” These words
echo Einstein’s “speed of light” language. A
fifth stanza written by Harker that is not
included in our hymnal reads: “Lord of the
realms beyond the sky, / Restrain the demons
with Thine eye, / So may Thy glorious love be
known, / The love of Him who shares Thy
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throne.”58 The phrase “realms beyond the sky”
might remind us of the three-tiered cosmolo-
gy, so that, once again, even within the same
hymn, multiple cosmologies are present. 

Hymn 97 in the 1985 hymnal is Albert F.
Bayly’s “Lord of the Boundless Curves of Space.”
We need not go beyond the title to recognize
the influence of Einsteinian physics. The follow-
ing are the first two stanzas of this 1950 hymn:

Lord of the boundless curves of space
And time’s deep mystery,
To your creative might we trace
All nature’s energy.

Your mind conceived the galaxy,
Each atom’s secret planned,
And every age of history
Your purpose, Lord, has spanned. 

Bayly has captured space and time, energy
and atoms all in the first two stanzas of this
hymn. Talking about the “curves of space”
would not make sense prior to the beginning of
the twentieth century. But with Einstein, such
new language was possible for the hymn writer.
Since time and space were connected, along
with “deep space” came the concept of deep
time—as the hymn writer expresses it, “time’s
deep mystery.” Although terminology referring
to the earth’s “galaxy” had been used for genera-
tions, after the discovery of multiple galaxies
(Edwin Hubble, 1929), the wonder of God’s
creation expanded far beyond what humans had
previously ever even imagined. Bayly’s lyrics
also allude to the presence of “energy” in matter
and the potential of “each atom’s secret.” The
use of such language in liturgical hymns creates
a sense of power unknown prior to the use of
atomic weapons on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Bayly’s world (our world) knows a science that
biblical writers could not conceive of. Even
Copernicus could not have imagined the size of
the cosmos seen in the twentieth century, with
its untold galaxies.

In 1967, Catherine Arnott Cameron wrote

one of the more recent compositions in our
hymnal titled, “God, Who Stretched the Span-
gled Heavens.”59 In this hymn she reflects not
only on a more contemporary understanding
of the universe but also the potential for cre-
ative good and devastating destruction: 

God, who stretched the spangled heavens / Infinite in
time and place,
Flung the suns in burning radiance / Through the
silent fields of space:
We, Your children in Your likeness, / Share inventive
powers with You;
Great Creator, still creating, / Show us what we yet
may do.

We have ventured worlds undreamed of / Since the
childhood of our race;
Known the ecstacy of winging / Through untraveled
realms of space,
Probed the secrets of the atom, / Yielding unimagined
power,
Facing us with life’s destruction / Or our most tri-
umphant hour.
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As each far horizon beckons, / May it challenge us
anew;
Children of creative purpose, / Serving others, honor-
ing You.
May our dreams prove rich with promise; / Each
endeavor well begun;
Great Creator, give us guidance / Till our goals and
Yours are one.

The first stanza reflects a post-Einstein cos-
mology, where the heavens are “infinite in
time and place,” where suns burn in “silent
fields of space.” The second stanza makes this
one of the first hymns written that reflects on
the age of space travel: “We have ventured
worlds undreamed of . . . winging through
untraveled realms of space.” Beginning in
space, the stanza ends on earth as it reflects
on the splitting of the atom. On her blog, sci-
enceandbelief.org, Ruth Bancewicz, a biologist
who has studied genetics, writes the follow-
ing: “The writers of the Psalms wrote about
stars using the most up to date science of their
day. . . . But while science has moved on, the
language in the songs hasn’t. I’m not suggest-
ing that we do away with the old hymns. . . .
But what would it look like if we praised God
in song for some of the things we have dis-
covered in the last couple of centuries?”60

Bancewicz then goes on to discuss Cameron’s
1967 hymn with its more contemporary lan-
guage and imagery. She ends her blog post
with the question: “What would it look like if
more writers of worship songs and hymns
started to include references to slightly more
contemporary science?”61

Hymn writer Fred Pratt Green (1903–2000)
thought a lot about science during his prolific
hymn-writing career. Fifteen of his more than
three hundred hymns are included in the cur-
rent Adventist hymnal.62 His 1972 hymn
“When in Our Music God Is Glorified”
includes these modern descriptions in its sec-
ond stanza: “How oft, in making music, we
have found / A new dimension in the world of
sound, / As worship moved us to a more pro-

found Alleluia!”63 Pratt Green’s 1976 Thanks-
giving hymn, “Come, Sing a Song of Harvest,”
expresses a danger of scientific arrogance
when science and wonder do not go hand in
hand: “Shall we, sometimes forgetful / Of
where creation starts, / With science in our
pockets / Lose wonder from our hearts?”64 A
few pages over from Pratt Green’s hymn,
Caryl Micklem’s “Father, We Thank You”
credits God for making it possible to explore
science and creation: “Father, we thank you /
For the lamps that lighten the way; / For
human skill’s exploration / Of Your creation; /
Father, we thank You.”65 Henry H. Tweedy’s
hymn “Eternal God, Whose Power Upholds”
includes a fascinating second stanza that
emphasizes God as the focus of science but
also the focus of adoration of reverent explor-
ers, those seeking true wisdom: “O God of
truth, whom science seeks / And reverent
souls adore, / Illumine every earnest mind / Of
every clime and shore: / Dispel the gloom of
error’s night, / Of ignorance and fear, / Until
true wisdom from above / Shall make life’s
pathway clear.”66

In the 1970s Pratt Green contributed to “a
search for new hymns on the stewardship of
the environment” sponsored by the Hymn
Society of America.67 His hymn, “God in His
Love for Us” repeats the title in the first stan-
za and then continues: “Lent us this planet, /
Gave it a purpose in time and in space; / Small
as a spark from the fire of creation, / Cradle of
life and the home of our race.”68 In addition to
emphasizing ecology and human responsibili-
ty to God for our planet, Pratt Green men-
tions the “spark from the fire of creation.”
What is meant by this imagery? Do we have
here an allusion to the contemporary big bang
concept? As Pratt Green notes this planet’s
purpose “in time and in space,” is he taking
Einstein’s time-space fabric back to its begin-
ning? What exactly does Pratt Green mean
when he refers to the “spark”? Caroline Noel’s
hymn “At the Name of Jesus” considered the
voice of Jesus as causing all of creation to
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spring “at once to sight.”69 Is Pratt Green’s
“spark” the same as Jesus’ voice? Does the lan-
guage of “spark” wondrously hold various pos-
sibilities including scientific understandings
from the biblical world’s past to future theo-
ries not yet conceived?70

The contemporary hymn by Fred Kaan
(1929–2009) is perhaps the clearest example
of the use of the challenging imagery from
current cosmology and the attempt to set
these in a context of affirming faith and also
contemporary theological reflection. A minis-
ter of the United Reformed Church in the
United Kingdom, Kaan began writing hymns
for his church members because much of what
they sang were songs with “ ‘dated language,
static ideas, and remote symbolism.’ ” He
wrote instead “ ‘about the modern city, indus-
trial life, human rights, war and peace; in
short, about being Christians in the world
today.’ ” 71 Kaan’s hymn, “God Who Spoke in
the Beginning,” which Adventist compilers
included in our hymnbook, reiterates the title
in its first stanza. It then continues: “Forming
rock and shaping spar, / Set all life and
growth in motion, / Earthly world and distant
star; / He who calls the earth to order / Is the
ground of what we are.” 72

This hymn begins with God speaking in
the beginning, as the account of creation in
Genesis 1 describes. But Kaan does not
assume a three-tiered cosmos with sky vault
and waters above the vault. Nor does he
assume the geocentric universe of Ptolemy.
Rather, God forms rock and sets “all life and
growth in motion.” What does this motion
refer to? Could it be the ever-present seasons
or perhaps the on-going nature of movement
of our planet and the others with which we
share our solar system? Does the imagery
allow for an expanding universe? Does it allow
for broader understandings of how God cre-
ates? Could this 1968 hymn have been written
prior to Paul Tillich’s “God as the ground of
being” theology? What does it mean that such
allusions are present in one of our hymns?

Conclusion
Adventists have always been a singing people.
In addition to the reading of Scripture and the
central place of preaching, hymn singing has
been part of worship. Cherished hymns
expressed the faith and hope of the community
using familiar imagery that both unifies and
allows for diversity.73 There has been consider-
able change in the way the structure of the uni-
verse has been understood. The church through
its hymnody has been able to cope with those
changes even as it continues its biblically
grounded faith in the creator of the universe.

In Adventist hymnals, diverse and contra-
dictory cosmologies sit side by side, some-
times within the same hymn.74 Hymns reflect
the scientific assumptions of their authors as
they seek language with which to praise the
wonder of creation and its Creator. 

For some, new cosmologies posed serious
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crises of faith. How do you take your sacred
texts with you on the journey to a new cosmol-
ogy? It seems tensions have always existed
between science and religion. Hymns help
Adventists live with the tensions. In the poetry
of Adventist hymnody there is a richness that is
able to hold elements of continuity and change. 

Adventists need the inclusive poetic lan-
guage of their hymns—with its ability to hold
the past as well as have room for the possibili-
ties of future discoveries. Adventists need
poetry’s ability to spark human imaginations,
invoking wonder and worship. Adventists
need the language of liturgy, which can
absorb science language in ways prose often
finds problematic. Adventists need hymn lan-
guage—filling the imagery with meaning while
retaining humility—that reminds worshipers
they only have a piece of the picture. Adven-
tists need hymns and to keep singing them
together—for a church that sings together,
stays together.  n

Epilogue
After the seas are all cross’d, (as they seem already
cross’d,)
After the great captains and engineers have accom-
plish’d their work,
After the noble inventors—after the scientists, the
chemist, the geologist, ethnologist,
Finally shall come the poet worthy that name.75
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DISCUSSED | worship music, inter-generational conflict, Seventh-day Adventists, Hillsong, screens in church, blended service

To Hymn or Not to Hymn: A Global Church Wrestles with 
Worship Music | BY RONALD LAWSON

S
eventh-day Adventism was born in mid-nineteenth-
century America, and the early movement’s church
music reflected both its roots and beliefs (the evan-
gelical hymns of the time leavened with a large

number expressing the belief that Christ’s return was immi-
nent) and its humble origins (unpretentious buildings and
musical instruments).1 As the church’s missionaries carried
their message abroad, they taught the congregations they
established to sing translations of their hymns, often without
instrumental support, for they saw local instruments, and
especially drums, as associated with animistic spirit worship.

When Adventists founded schools, their curricula
included music from the beginning, for music was regarded
as a useful tool in evangelistic outreach. However, their
commitment to education gradually resulted in rising stan-
dards and accreditation, and thus also upward social mobil-
ity and the embrace of higher musical culture, especially in
Adventist colleges in the United States and the rest of the
developed world. Indeed, because Ellen White, the Adven-
tist prophet, had rejected sports and related competition,
which are used by so many other colleges and universities
to establish an identity, gain publicity, attract students, and
raise funds, Adventist colleges instead used music—choirs,
orchestras, bands, and large, high-quality organs—for these

purposes. This peaked between the close of World War II
and about 1990. The G.I. Bill funneled former military
band directors into Adventist colleges, who then trained
music teachers for Adventist academies, where music pro-
grams also blossomed. Five American Adventist colleges
qualified to be members of the National Association of
Schools of Music, which sets a high entry standard. 

The mood among members of music faculties at this
time is exemplified by this quotation from a retrospective
article by one member:

In 1968, when the new [Pacific Union College] church first opened
its doors . . . a choir was expected to sing each Sabbath. College
groups and visiting choirs from other schools and community groups
were an integral part of worship. The 80- or 100-voice choir provid-
ed anthems and hymns for the church services. We musicians had
visions of an increasingly sophisticated church body that would foster
the arts. There were even plans to establish a national-level Adventist
musical group in the Washington, D.C., area that would rival The
Mormon Tabernacle Choir. We thought we were coming of age.2

Meanwhile, Adventist hymnals, the first of which
printed words only, had gradually improved over time
from simple words, tunes, and harmonies to more
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established hymns and evangelical songs. However, in
1985, a new hymnal, the first since 1941, set a new
standard with a good collection of high-quality hymns.
However, this hymnal was published when what would
become widespread changes in Adventist worship
music were already beginning to occur, starting on
Adventist college campuses in the developed world.
These changes would increasingly limit the use of the
new hymnal.

With the passage of time, the emergence of Christian
contemporary and “praise” music rooted in popular cul-
ture resulted in demand, initially from college students in
the developed world, for the new music and for changes,
often associated with conflict, within college-based con-
gregations, which then spread to neighboring congrega-
tions. Meanwhile, music departments in Adventist
academies (high schools) had begun to contract in the
1970s as a result of a shortage of funds.  By the 1990s
college administrators had felt obliged to respond to the
demand among students for competitive sports, often
cutting positions in music departments in order to fund
the hiring of sports coaches. Concurrently, the end of
colonialism and the emergence of cultural nationalism in
the developing world resulted in similar conflicts and
changes. Differing tastes make it difficult to cater to
everyone, while many Adventists, including the current
president of the world church, are inclined to see the
conflicts in theological terms. This article focuses espe-
cially on the changes that have taken place in Adventist
colleges and universities in the developed world over the
past three decades, for these became the bellwethers of
change, as pastors trained there and other graduates set
out to carry the musical tastes experienced there to other
congregations. 

In 2012 I completed interviews with thirty-four peo-
ple with long-term involvement in worship decisions at
eighteen Adventist colleges and universities in the
developed world—twelve in the US, one in Canada, one
in Australia, and four in western Europe. I have also
done a search of the publications of the International
Adventist Musicians Association. Around Loma Linda
University I explored the music not only at the Univer-
sity Church but also at two other churches attended by
students, Campus Hill and Azure Hills. I also asked all
interviewees about the music at other congregations sit-
uated nearby.3

Australia
My interest in this topic began during a visit to Australia in
2008. When I was growing up there in the 1950s and
1960s, Avondale College had a renowned choir, the Avon-
dale Symphonic Choir, which toured annually, attracting
potential students. Most of the larger churches were devel-
oping decent choirs; I started one in my home church in
Toowoomba, a small city in Queensland, when I was 15
years old. And while directing another new choir at Bris-
bane’s Central Church for seven years while at university, 
I came to be ambitious in our repertoire and proud of our
quality, for the choir included several excellent voices. 

In 1981 a new pastor, Lyell Heise, was appointed to the
College Church at Avondale. He found that many students
there expressed their faith through guitars and scripture
songs, but there was no opportunity for them to participate
in worship music since the college music department and
organists controlled the music. Student attendance at Sab-
bath worship had fallen low, since it was no longer com-
pulsory. Seeing these developments as problems, Heise set
out to open the worship music at Avondale to students.
When this resulted in conflict, he introduced two services.
The music department participated in both, but ultimate
control of church music eventually moved away from it.
With time, and the building of a new church, contempo-
rary music became dominant, and the practice of having a
single Sabbath morning service returned. 

During a Sabbath worship service I attended at the Col-
lege Church in 2008, I found that the building's interior
had been remodeled, creating a huge stage at the front that
accommodated a large band and a large “praise group” of
singers, each with a microphone. The music was incredibly
loud. The songs were almost all by Hillsong, an Australian
Pentecostal music publisher. The melodies were often diffi-
cult to follow even though the singers sang in unison. I
noticed that the congregation was made up mostly of facul-
ty and other adults from the community, who stood for the
congregational songs but did not sing, either because it
seemed useless to try to add anything to the volume of the
performers or because they did not know the music and
had only words on a screen available to them. This meant
that even the congregational music was in fact a perform-
ance by those on the stage. I found the melodies too
unpredictable to learn rapidly, and words without music
were useless to me. I asked afterwards why the few students
present were the performers and was told that most stu-
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dents preferred to attend a much more musically
radical vespers service on Friday night in a dif-
ferent space, where they sat on the floor and
were provided with food to eat while they lis-
tened to or participated in gospel rock music. 

Heise was called to be pastor at La Sierra Uni-
versity Church in Southern California in 1988,
where he again helped to expand the repertoire
of worship music in an attempt to attract stu-
dents, who had largely abandoned attending
Sabbath worship services there. Then, from 1997
to 1999 he filled a new administrative post, Wor-
ship Director, in the Trans-Tasman Union in
Australia and New Zealand. There he trained
worship leaders in congregations and helped
administrators by consulting with congregations
when music wars erupted. He was responsible for
music at Adventist camp meetings; he utilized
orchestral ensembles and was able to integrate
band instruments into the mix. After a second
stint as pastor at Avondale, where he adopted a
contemporary culture identity in preaching,
music, and audio-visual use, he, with the help of
the church administration in the South Pacific
Division, established an Institute of Worship at
Avondale College. In this capacity he has led
huge training events throughout the region, pro-
claiming that churches must minister to youth by
including them in an expanded vision of multi-
generational and multicultural worship. 

The result has been a great deal of homogene-
ity in worship music in Australia. I attended five
other Adventist services while in Australia in
2008 and found that none used the hymnal. All
used a screen for the words of the songs sung,
which was led by a praise team and band made
up of available instruments, with quality and
decibels varying considerably. Organs were not
used, and some had been removed entirely. The
music was again mostly Hillsong music. All the
choirs that had previously flourished had disap-
peared. I found that I could not sing at any of
these services, not knowing the songs and having
no music available that I could read. Frustrated,
for singing is part of my understanding of wor-
ship, I attended Anglican services on some Sun-

days in order to hear choirs and be able to sing. 
I realized that pastors and other graduates

whose taste had been shaped by the changed
music program at Avondale had helped spread
what they had learned there to other Adventist
churches. Therefore, on returning to America, I
decided to explore as objectively as possible the
changes that had taken place during the last cou-
ple of decades in the worship music at the Adven-
tist colleges in the US, Canada, and western
Europe, in addition to Australia, and the impact of
these changes on other churches in turn. 

United States
The initial changes in worship music in the US
appeared first in campus services catering only to
students, which were often student-led, such as
Friday-night vespers and chapel and dorm wor-
ships during the week. Hymns were replaced ini-
tially by choruses and campfire songs, and then
gradually by “praise” songs heard on Christian
radio stations, and ultimately Christian rock, fea-
turing microphoned singers and bands with gui-
tars, synthesizers, drum sets, and music with
heavy rhythm. Organists and music departments
fought to prevent such changes spreading to Sab-
bath morning worship services on several cam-
puses. In some colleges, restless students launched
their own worship services featuring popular cul-
ture; in others, pastors set out on a similar path,
motivated by a wish to attract students to worship
services where their absence had become notable. 

Four examples
Case 1. When some students at Pacific Union
College in northern California created their own
service in a building separate from the campus
church in 1992, attendance by their peers rose
immediately, ultimately reaching seven hundred.
The attendance of students there presented a
stark contrast with what it had been in the PUC
main sanctuary. After John McVay, chair of the
theology department, who preached frequently
at the student services, asked if these youth, who
had segregated themselves in order to do their
own thing, would be able to fit into Adventist
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churches anywhere following graduation, the
students ultimately voted to return to the sanctu-
ary, where they were permitted to organize a
second, later, contemporary service.4 A new pas-
tor, objecting to the separate services, returned
to a single service that blended traditional and
contemporary music, but this left most attending
dissatisfied. This was eventually again replaced
by segregated services: the “Majestic” service at
10.00 a.m., featuring choir, processional, orches-
tra, and/or other college music groups, and pipe
organ, which was described to me as a “cathe-
dral-type service.” The second service, at 12:15
p.m., “The Gathering,” features contemporary
music and never uses the organ. Both services
attract an attendance of about 450, but their
demographics differ greatly: the students are still
largely segregated in worship.

Case 2. Dwight Nelson, the senior pastor of
Pioneer Memorial Church at Andrews Universi-
ty in Michigan, an influential campus because it
is also the home of the Adventist seminary,
changed his second service from traditional to
contemporary in musical content in the early
1990s. However, he faced a crisis when one-
third of his congregation threatened to create
their own traditional service in a local Lutheran
church. He responded by creating a task force
of theologians, musicians, and students from
praise bands to explore options. The outcome
was to leave the first service traditional but to
try to please everyone with a blended second
service using the organ, at least one hymn, and a
praise band with carefully chosen contemporary
songs screened to omit those with “shallow
words” and “un-sing-able melodies.” Drum sets
were banned, but ethnic drums and synthesizer
rhythm were permitted if used sparingly. Stu-
dent attendance was initially high, but because
the blended service had limited appeal, many
have recently been drained off to a new student-
led rock service, where both back-to-back 
services are jammed. Black students have also
created a full gospel music service in a chapel,
which is also jammed and features a huge choir,
full drums, a piano, and synthesizers. 

Case 3. At La Sierra University in Southern
California, where Heise had set out to modernize
the worship service after 1988, the options have
become broad: chaplains launched Friday-night
student services featuring rock bands, as in many
colleges; faculty members organized a liturgical
service that, given its 8:00 a.m. slot, has become
a refuge for a small group of musical and liturgi-
cal conservatives; a “family service” that blends
different musical cultures occupies the mid-morn-
ing slot; and a contemporary service targeted at
students begins shortly after noon. 

Case 4. The two services at Loma Linda Uni-
versity Church, which serves the Adventist med-
ical school, are now viewed around the world,
and these have maintained a traditional “high
church” format. However, a youth-targeted serv-
ice featuring contemporary music, which was
originally independent and met in another space
on campus, has recently been brought under the
umbrella of the church and now occupies the
sanctuary during the slot between the two tradi-
tional services, displacing the adult Sabbath
School from that space.

Recent data
Of the eighteen colleges and universities sur-
veyed, sixteen have made major changes in wor-
ship music in at least one service. Some try, in a
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so-called blended service, to appeal to everyone, while
others have concluded that that recipe ultimately pleases
no one and have established contrasting traditional and
contemporary services. One (Canadian University College
Church) has made less dramatic changes, and two others
(Union College in Nebraska and Bogenhofen in Austria)
have changed very little; another, Sligo Seventh-day
Adventist Church on the campus of Washington Adventist
University, has returned to two traditional services, aban-
doning a blended model used for several years. Initial
changes took place between 1981 (Avondale) and 2013
(LLU). Oakwood University, which had seen gradual, lim-
ited changes over the past two decades, has, in the past
year, under a new pastor, undergone dramatic change. Yet
another new pastor at Avondale led in a further radicaliza-
tion of the music there in 2013, alienating some of the reg-
ularly attending adult members. Although the reason given
for all changes was always an attempt to improve low stu-
dent attendance, few students attend the main service at
Avondale, still preferring the Friday vespers program,
which has been switched to the sanctuary, and a 9:00 a.m.
service that also serves breakfast in another location.

Among the churches I studied, the initiative to make the
initial changes was taken by the pastor in seven cases, by
students in five, and by the pastor and a committee in two. 

As of the 2012–2013 year, four colleges (PUC, Southern
Adventist University, Kettering, and LLU) had two con-
trasting services, three offered multiple choices (AU and
Walla Walla University because students added their own
alternatives, La Sierra because faculty sponsor the third
small liturgical service), and three (Sligo, UC, and Bogen-
hofen) have only traditional services. Two have only blend-
ed services (CaUC, Newbold College), and one offers a
choice between blended and contemporary (Southwestern
Adventist University). Five churches—Avondale, Oakwood,
Collonges, Friedensau, and the new University of Health
Sciences at Florida Hospital (which has only a Friday ves-
pers service, lacking a church building on campus)—offer
only a contemporary service. 

The use of screens to display the words of songs and
hymns has become almost universal, leaving congregations
without the option to sing in harmony, something that was
common in earlier decades. Only three services do not use
screens, but rather use hymnals and distributed music
sheets, and two of these have very small attendance (La
Sierra liturgical, SWAU Evensong); the presence of hym-

nals makes their use optional when hymns are sung, and
hymn numbers are typically then listed in programs and/or
announced. However, they are not widely utilized when
the words appear on screens. Praise teams and bands are
the norm at blended and contemporary services. They are
absent only from the most traditional (“cathedral-like” 
and liturgical) services (at AU, Kettering, PUC, WWU, La
Sierra, and LLU). 

However, the style of music does not indicate which
services will draw the largest attendance or the most stu-
dents. The largest service is almost without exception the
final service—that which allows students to sleep in late.
Where a traditional service is the final service (WWU,
LLU, and Kettering), that service still attracts the largest
attendance. Timing, not style of music, is key. It’s important
to note that the musical taste of current students differs
from that of the baby boomers who pioneered contempo-
rary services: they appreciate acoustic music and want more
instrumental and musical variety. Indeed, a survey of those
attending the church at Andrews University found numer-
ous requests for choir music and hymns. They may enjoy
contemporary music at student services during the week but
often report that they think the organ and hymns are better
suited for Sabbath worship. In many cases student atten-
dance at the services designed for them has declined: many
do not want a show, but to be involved, and so often opt
for small student-led services. 

The fine organs in some of the sanctuaries, which are
sometimes famous in the organ world (especially those at
SAU and PUC, although WWU and AU also have top-
rated instruments), lead the music in only the traditional
services; they are also used to a lesser degree in blended
services. They are typically absent from praise and con-
temporary services. That is, they are, on the whole, used a
great deal less than in the past.

Six colleges report that they continue to have strong
choral programs (AU, PUC, UC, WAU, WWU, Oak-
wood), though their choirs now sing for Sabbath services
far less frequently that in earlier decades. However, six
reported a marked decline in the quality of their choral
programs. Two specialized colleges or universities without
academic music programs reported having strong church
choirs, while two others foster church choirs in addition to
those from their college music departments. 

While the initial changes sometimes created strong con-
troversy, this diminished after different options became



available to fit the varying tastes. More members
have expressed their displeasure by choosing to
move to other congregations. This has been most
dramatic at Australia’s Avondale College Church,
where students prefer their own radical services to
the praise service on Sabbath morning in the
sanctuary (unless they are actually performing
there), and many of the adults have moved to
other congregations near to the college because
of the absence of choice available to them at the
College Church. Nevertheless, culture wars over
worship music still continue in some churches,
especially those where conservative youth who
regard contemporary music as deceptive and
unacceptable (who are part of movements com-
mitted to restoring “historic Adventism,” which
have flourished especially in parts of the US and
Australia in recent years) are clustered. 

Reports of music at off-campus churches indi-
cate that it differs greatly both ethnically and
culturally, especially in communities where
many Adventists are located. Most first-genera-
tion immigrant churches are traditional, singing
hymns, sometimes with the help of an electronic
organ and a piano playing together. Their larger
congregations also have choirs. Some Asian con-
gregations have traditional indigenous language
services for older members and contemporary
English-language services for youth concurrent-
ly. Some new congregations formed by second-
and third-generation Hispanics also use contem-
porary music. However, ethnic churches tend to
lose a lot of their youth.

African-American congregations vary, with
some fostering choral ensembles and singing
hymns with an organ, while others have

embraced gospel choirs and songs.
Anglo-majority churches also vary. Large

congregations often have two services catering
to different musical tastes. Praise bands have
become the norm in some areas, as pastors who
became familiar with them during their college
days now foster them in their churches. Many of
these pastors and other college graduates are
now unfamiliar with the repertoire of hymns and
liturgical traditions. Other congregations, espe-
cially the many with a preponderance of older
members, can be very traditional. 

Lyell Heise is bothered by reports of discon-
tents fostered by blended services, which he
hoped would be the solution to cultural diversi-
ty. Most off-campus congregations have too few
members to support two different services, and
where they do attempt a blended service, the
result is often civil war.

There is evidence of some correlation between
conservative theology and commitment to using
the hymnal. During my visit to Australia in 2008,
feeling alienated after five weeks of being unable
to participate through singing in services, I asked
in Sydney for a church that used the hymnal,
only to be told that there were only two, both of
which had the reputation of being the most con-
servative theologically. However, well educated
and often more liberal Adventist churches also
favor “cathedral-like” services (LLU, Spencerville
near Washington, DC, Green Lake near Seattle). 

In areas with a high concentration of Adven-
tists—those surrounding Adventist universities and
large hospitals and some urban areas such as
greater Washington, DC, each congregation can
do its own thing, varying from “cathedral-like”
classical music to Christian rock. Collectively,
such diversity helps the church cater to the varied
tastes among the Adventists there as members
choose to travel to a church that fits their particu-
lar needs, oftentimes passing several others en
route. The rapid growth of Spencerville church in
suburban Washington, which is committed to a
cathedral-like service, suggests that many of the
other local congregations have adopted blended,
praise, or contemporary formats, drawing those
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who prefer hymn singing to Spencerville. 
However, in other cities with many Adventists, the music

offered by congregations can be remarkably similar, as all
adopt a “successful” script, leaving those with differing tastes
without an option. This is largely the case, for example, in
New York City, where almost every congregation has an
immigrant majority, and praise music with words projected
on screens has become the norm, with only a few excep-
tions. At Ephesus Church, a large, mostly Caribbean congre-
gation in Harlem, which has several choirs each specializing
in its own kind of music, the music offered varies from week
to week depending on which choir is used. The overall
result is a serial blending. The Church of the Advent Hope
attempts to have a blended service and has a salaried organ-
ist. However, in my experience there, the dominant pres-
ence is praise music sung with projected words. In this city
which has a lively culture of classical music, with the Metro-
politan Opera and the other major music venues at Lincoln
Center, Carnegie Hall, major conservatories such as the Juil-
liard School and Manhattan School of Music, and dozens of
other locations featuring classical music, the only Adventist-
connected congregation that is strongly committed to using
such music in its worship is the Metro New York Adventist
Forum, which is largely unknown because it is an independ-
ent congregation. Perhaps this imbalance helps explain why
Adventism has been so unsuccessful at reaching out to edu-
cated New Yorkers, including the thousands who are attract-
ed by its high culture to move to New York. 

In those locations where Adventists are few, so that all
must attend a single church (or perhaps two racially differ-
entiated congregations), there is even more chance of dis-
satisfaction and conflict—and of choosing instead to stay
home to watch the live feed from the service at an Adven-
tist center such as Loma Linda University Church. Since
such feeds also offer the opportunity to send in tithes and
offerings, this can result in a flow of funds from regions
where Adventists are sparse and church organizations poor
to regions where members are concentrated and adminis-
trations are flush with funds. 

Pros and cons
Strong academy and college choral programs in earlier years
helped to create musically literate congregations, which
enjoyed singing hymns in harmony. However, the use of
praise and contemporary songs, which are not designed for
singing in harmony, and the use of screens that show words

without music is now producing musical illiteracy, so that
congregations that sing together in harmony have become
rare. However, vestiges of the earlier pattern can still surface:
in September 2012, Walla Walla University Church hosted
a camp meeting where screens were not employed, so that
those present were obliged to use the hymnals in the pews.
The organist reported his surprise when he realized that a
goodly number were singing in harmony. 

Students now enter college music departments with
much less musical background, and many of those attract-
ed to music courses as a result of participating in praise
groups are musically illiterate, having learned the songs by
rote. One choral director reported that some years ago,
when he conducted a music festival drawing on the choral
resources of all the academies in his region, they were able
to present a credible performance of Vivaldi’s Gloria.
However, now, with so many unable to read music, such
an accomplishment would be impossible. 

On the other hand, the proliferation of music options
can result in more students choosing to attend worship, as
the recent experience of La Sierra University Church
exemplifies. However, the phenomenon of several distinct
services occurring in the same space or on the same cam-
pus raises the question, to what extent are these collective-
ly the same congregation, even though in most cases they
all share the same senior pastor? When student services
occur that are not under the umbrella of the college
church, such as the three with large student attendance at
Andrews University, it seems as if they then clearly
become separate entities.

The developing world
It was remarked above that first-generation immigrant
churches whose members are drawn from the developing
world are typically conservative in their music. This is
because missionaries made the singing of Western hymns in
translation a matter of principle, rejecting the music of local
cultures and local instruments as rooted in heathenism.
Indeed, worship music in the developing world continues
to remain largely conservative, even though the end of
colonialism and the rise of local nationalism might lead one
to expect a demand for changes thereafter. 

However, during one of my research visits to Africa in
1988–1989, I observed contrasts and emerging conflict over
music, which two incidents illustrate. On the Sabbath
before Christmas in 1988, I attended the early service at the
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church on the campus of the church headquar-
ters in Nairobi, Kenya. I found that the congre-
gation used English-language copies of the 1941
hymnal, singing without enthusiasm and at a
much slower pace than would be usual in the
United States. I then drove to a Swahili-speaking
congregation in rented space in a poor section of
the city's outskirts for an 11:00 a.m. service. This
congregation sang translations of hymns from
the 1941 hymnal, again without much enthusi-
asm. Their choir was not scheduled to sing that
day because the director was absent, but when
the members noticed that they had a foreign visi-
tor at their service, they arranged to sing several
songs near the end of the service. These were
memorable because they were rooted in local
culture and performed with a remarkable joy.

When I arrived in Lagos, Nigeria, later in the
same research trip, a church leader at the nation-
al level told me that the church there was in the
midst of a feisty controversy over worship music.
The interviewee explained that many of the
Adventist students at the University of Lagos had
been drawn to Pentecostal services by the rhyth-
mic music, and as a result they had led the youth
to demand that drums be allowed in worship for
the first time; and the administration had finally
agreed to this. However, when drums appeared
in services, this caused so much opposition from
older members, who saw this as reversing a mat-
ter of principle, that the administration was
forced to return to the earlier ban on their use. 

Later I arranged to meet with some of the
Adventist students at the university, where they
booked a corner of the huge university chapel
for our meeting. In the midst of a group inter-
view we were suddenly interrupted by music
that was amazing for both its rhythm, which
was driven by varied hand clapping rather than
drums, and harmony—a Pentecostal service 
was beginning. We were forced to continue our
meeting under a tree in order to hear one anoth-
er, though I was loath to leave the music. When
I took the opportunity to ask the students if they
ever attended the Pentecostal services, almost 
all said yes. Although they insisted that they

remained committed Adventists, they said they
attended the Pentecostal services for both the
music and a preaching of the gospel that was far
more compelling than what they heard in their
Adventist churches. In contrast, when I visited
the Adventist university in Nigeria, which was
then known as the Adventist Seminary of West
Africa, I found a robed choir at worship that
sang hymns at the slowest pace I had ever expe-
rienced. It was as if they had been taught to sing
in a manner that attempted to remove con-
sciousness of rhythm.

It seemed to me from these experiences that
conflict over music also lies ahead for the
African churches.  n
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An Exegesis of Existence: Heschel, Schubert, and a 
Prophetic Voice | BY STEPHEN HARDIN

“Prophecy, then, may be described as exegesis of existence from a divine
perspective.”

—Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets: An Introduction

T
he work of the
Old Testament
prophets was dif-
ficult, controver-

sial, and yet with a high
moral purpose. In prose and
poetry, moved by divine
inspiration, they spoke. The
messages could be contested,
confrontational, corrective,
but ultimately to the benefit
of the listeners. Abraham Heschel in his introduction to
the prophets emphasizes the humanity of these individuals.
He describes the prophet as “a man who feels fiercely.”1

In speaking of the words of a prophet, he notes, “The lan-
guage is luminous and explosive, firm and contingent,
harsh and compassionate, a fusion of contradictions.”2 At a
fundamen tal level, the Old Testament prophet had to work
with deep integrity and in harmony with this “divine per-
spective.” Prophecy is more than hectored lectures; it is a
lived experience.

Does a composer, like a prophet, offer a moral vision?
Is there moral significance in music? Does music offer us
anything more than a pleasing diversion? I think it does,
and I would argue that at its deepest level, music is
moral work. The composer indeed can offer a moral
vision analogous to the prophet. 

The moral content of music is there from the work of
the composer and the performance of the composition to
the reception by the listener. It can describe vast land-
scapes of emotion, of meaning, of existence. It can allow

us to look unflinchingly at our lives and ourselves. It can
comfort us, and it can confront us. Thus, the composer is
like a prophet because his or her task is to reach a partic-
ular audience with a message. At the highest level, the
composer can reach out to us with a vision from a “divine
perspective.” The composer, like the prophet, is a human
with hopes, desires, strengths, and flaws. He or she does
not operate as an uninflected microphone, merely trans-
mitting what God has given him or her. The composer
must call things clearly and honestly. This is the integrity
of the composition.

In a sense, the performers and the listeners also have
moral work to do. The performance of music requires a
fidelity to the manuscript. However, the performer is
also more than just a passive vessel; he or she must
interpret and bring to bear his or her own experience to
the music. This requires both humility and integrity—
how to interpret and how to express the composer’s
intentions thoughtfully and honestly. Finally, great
music requires more than mere passive attendance. The
fullest appreciation of the music requires of the receiver
an open yet critical mind. It means listening both intel-
lectually and emotionally. 

Music offers us much. Its most potent effect on us is,
perhaps, emotional. It can be comforting, cathartic, and
at times, confrontational. In wordless language, it can
tell us deep myths that illuminate our daily lives. Music
can also inspire great joy and exhilaration, and it can
accomplish this in a number of ways. Besides the more
overtly theological works that illustrate or convey par-
ticular messages (e.g. Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, Han-
del’s religious oratorios), there is music that can speak in
other ways. The emotional range of music exceeds
words. Indeed, part of music’s strength is its ability to
reach us without language. In confronting the listener or
performer with difficult truths or realities, music can
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penetrate the mind beyond literal language. 
Music provides context: the “ah, now I see” experience.

While much of our communication, understanding, and
learning are verbal or written, music can slip in and offer
deeper insights. These can be expressions of meaning that
we cannot articulate. Music, certainly, can confuse and
confabulate. A particular composition may emotionally
lead us in a particular direction. But, on closer examination,
we’ve arrived at a new and different understanding. The
telling of musical tales can provide an illumination of truth
not evident in more prosaic modes.

This leads to what might be the most important “work”
of music. Just as the work of a prophet can provide an 
exegesis of existence (from a divine perspective), so music
can do wonders for our understanding (whether we are
performers or audience). Music transports us in ways other
methodologies cannot. It indeed offers a lived experience.

Franz Schubert
To illustrate my assertions, I’d like to discuss the composer,
Franz Schubert. He is perhaps an unlikely example of a
musical prophet. He was not a conventional “church” musi-
cian as Bach was, or a heroic titan like Beethoven. Howev-
er, I believe many of his works exemplify the variety of
prophetic tasks of music. The moral substance of his work
is perhaps more subtle. 

Schubert is an archetypal composer of the early romantic
period in Western music. His work is characterized by
astonishing melodic variety with marked emotional intensity.
The universal comforting and consoling aspects of music are
demonstrated particularly in his late string quartets. The
power of these compositions resides, in part, in the extraor-
dinary vulnerability of Schubert himself. This is what the
musical composer offers us in his or her work—a vulnerabili-
ty that illuminates the deepest truths of our frail existence.
Schubert shares the ache of his heart, his times of joy, the
out-welling of his experience. His compositions can elevate
and clarify life experience. Thus, Schubert writes a music
that indeed offers “an exegesis of existence.”

Franz Schubert was born in 1797. He lived and
worked his entire life in and around Vienna, in the shad-
ow of Beethoven. He suffered many life disappointments:
many of his songs were rejected by publishers; he could
not afford to marry the woman he loved; he contracted
syphilis and fell into depression. He was often dependent
on friends and family for basic sustenance. As he

matured, Schubert recognized his musical talent and 
realized he was indeed a worthy successor to Beethoven.
In his short life of 31 years, he composed hundreds of
songs, multiple string quartets, piano sonatas, symphonies
(many unfinished), and some of the most extraordinary
chamber music ever written. In particular, Schubert 
elevated the song to the status of a major work of art and
essentially invented the concept of the song cycle. His
works are characterized by an emotional intensity from
melancholy to great joy. And these emotional shifts 
frequently occur in the span of an individual phrase.
Here are some examples of his “prophetic” works.

Piano Quintet in A major, D. 667 
(“The Trout Quintet”)
Schubert composed this quintet for piano and strings in
1819 when he was 22 years old. It was composed during a
particularly happy time in his life. In the work, he expresses
with great ebullience the flickering light and shadow of a
trout in a rippling brook. One feels the rush of water, dart-
ing of the fish, the glory of a spring day. The effect is of
unbounded optimism. Listening to the work, this expres-
sion of joy, while not overtly prophetic, is for me an exu-
berance of divine inspiration. It is a particularly bright
“exegesis of existence.” Despite the challenges and pain of
life, Schubert shares an infectious joy that gives us a
glimpse of divine inspiration. Perhaps it can be compared
to passages in Hosea, where the prophet expresses God’s
desire for fullness and joy to His bride, the people:

Therefore I am now going to allure her;
I will lead her into the desert
And speak tenderly to her.

There I will give her back her vineyards;
And will make the Valley of Achor a door of hope.
There she will [sing] as in the days of her youth,

As in the day she came up out of Egypt.
—Hosea 2:14, 15, NIV

Winterreise, D. 911
Winterreise (“Winter’s Journey”), Schubert’s second and
perhaps finest song cycle, was composed in 1827. The
work describes the despairing wanderings of a spurned
lover. The music is of intense, brooding pathos, honestly
articulating the grief of the wanderer. This music,
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while expressing despair, at the same time is comforting
and cathartic. 

In its expression of heated emotion, Winterreise reminds
me of this exchange between God and Jonah:

God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be 
angry about the plant?”

“It is,” he said. “And I’m so angry I wish I were dead.”
But the LORD said, “You have been concerned about this plant,

though you did not tend it or make it grow. 
It sprang up overnight and died overnight. 

And should I not have concern for the great city of 
Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred 

and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from
their left—and also many animals?”

—Jonah 4:9–11, NIV

The human and the divine. God speaks directly and
compassionately. Jonah responds honestly, petulantly,
humanly. As the Old Testament prophets spoke and wrote
with a direct, human voice, so Schubert composes. As God
allows Jonah’s outbursts (treating him with respect, yet
gently reproving Jonah’s complaints), Schubert’s Winterreise
allows me to strike out and wallow, yet gently comforts at
the same time. Are Schubert’s compositions in sympathy
with Heschel’s notion of a “divine pathos”? I think they are.

Music does not tell me how to live. Schubert doesn’t
instruct me in parsing the thorny moral challenges of my
life. Daily, I have mundane dilemmas; music doesn’t solve
them. Perhaps music doesn’t really change human behav-
ior. Art doesn’t make us “better” humans. However, if we
are receptive, music can both inspire and challenge us to
look and move higher. 

Sonata in B flat major for piano, D. 960
Music has the ability to strip away pretense. If music is
played and approached with integrity, one cannot escape
the truth it brings to bear. Music both exposes a reality and
offers transport above and beyond. It does not leave one in
a neutral state. I must listen or play either in sympathy with
or react against the music. 

In the final year of Schubert’s life, he composed an
astonishing array of works, including his final piano
sonatas. These works, to my ear, suggest a composer far
more mature than a mere 31 years (his age at his death).
Schubert, perhaps anticipating his demise, seems to be

expressing life in great depth. It’s as though he is viewing
existence from a great height, but with remarkable detail. 

How, then, does one anticipate the winding down of
life, of approaching death? This last piano sonata of
Schubert is a large, sprawling work that takes us on an
extended journey. The Andante (slow second move-
ment) of the sonata simply yet profoundly answers these
questions. As I listen to or play this work, I find that in
the span of a few bars and with a remarkable economy
of structure, Schubert takes me from gloom to optimism
to a sad resignation. Yet the movement doesn’t end
there; rather it recapitulates and ends with an unusual
harmonic shift (from minor to major), to a conclusion of
acceptance and joy. Thus, this work within a work pro-
vides a remarkable vision of life and the sublime.

Is the composer a prophet? I believe so. Each composer
writes as he or she is inspired. Music, as with prophecy, can
provide us with great truth as well as falsehood. However,
the composer who writes with integrity and humility can
provide us insights above and beyond that which can be
expressed in words alone. These insights, as I’ve argued,
can go beyond the emotions to an understanding of life.
This experience of living provides comfort, strength, joy,
and insight. Indeed, we profoundly limit the divine if we
confine our expression and our reception to words and text
alone. Can music be a form of “groans too deep for words”
(Romans 8:26, ISV)? The entire range of artistic expression
provides a rich complement to the more prosaic forms of
didactic text and language. Music does indeed offer an
“exegesis of existence from a divine perspective.”

Right now, you could listen to (or play) some Schubert:
his piano sonatas, the quartets, the octet. Or, shut off the
lights, sit, and listen deeply to Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau
and Jörg Demus perform Winterreise.  n
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My Church

Or are you? 
Am I proud to claim you as my own?
Or do I avoid saying your name out loud,

and instead whisper it softly
And look the other way?
Do I want your claim on my life
Or my name in your books?
It’s always been there,
At times more reluctant than others.
I love your body
And sometimes your soul,
Although that’s up for debate . . .
What is your soul?

I celebrate with a friend 
whose marriage to her wife has become official

And feel a twinge of guilt;
You’re looking over my shoulder.

I let the music fill my soul,
I sway to lyrics and a drumbeat.
You do not let me surrender;
I know you are watching.

I sit quietly on my bed
Practicing the art of breathing and of silence.
I hear your words of warning—
Do not empty your mind or the devil will enter.

I sit and listen as a fellow-human (not one of us)
Shares his wisdom,
And I know what you would say—
Be careful . . . or you may be deceived.
Don’t eat cheese, only wear skirts,
Women should submit, beware, beware.

Are these the Holy Spirit’s prompting?
Or simply the voice I am so used to hearing
That it is never far from my mind.

And does it serve me well?
Or leave me stuck here, longing for freedom.
Not freedom from God
Not freedom from rules
Not freedom to do whatever I please.
But freedom to love
Freedom to listen
Freedom to share
Freedom to welcome
And to not be afraid.

Are you my church? 
Do we belong to one another still . . .
till death do us part?
Maybe that’s partly up to you.
Will you still have me?

Even if I doubt you . . .
Even if I don’t always fit your mold . . .
Even when I may not agree . . .

But I promise you this:
I will love with a passion that is deep
I will worship the same God as you 
(though we may know him differently).
And if you can accept me
Then I can accept you. 
Then I will stay 
Then I will acknowledge you

as my own. 

—Somer George

See Somer’s article “My Place at the Table—Thoughts on

the world church’s Annual Council,” on page 5, inside.


