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C Blessed 1s the one who reads,” begins Revelation

(1:3), “reads the words of this prophecy, and bless-

ed are those who hear it and take to heart what is
written in it, because the time is near.”

What does it mean to read the words of the prophecy
today? And how does the current socio-political climate
affect what we hear? How does it compare to what the
pioneers of Adventism heard in the words as the US Civil
War was raging? How is our understanding of the time
prophecies affected by events that have taken place since
then such as the Holocaust? The Civil Rights Movement
in the US?

In this issue of the journal, we bring together signifi-
cant historical Adventist documents about Revelation and
the Spirit of Prophecy with contemporary commentary.
We explore the Now as well as the Then. We reprise the

‘“Apocalypse as Liturgy” and the “Minutes of the 1919
Bible Conference” from past issues of Spectrum. Then we
add the lively commentary of favorite Adventist authors
Charles Scriven, Carmen Lau, Kendra Haloviak Valen-
tine, Sigve Tonstad, George Knight, and Jonathan But-
ler. We hope the combination opens windows for you in
your understanding of Adventism, Revelation, and Ellen
White. We are also delighted to introduce the Roy Bran-
son Investigative Reporter Alex Aamodt with a timely his-
tory of the enditnow program.

Blessed is the one who reads.

On Rejecting the Spirit of Prophecy | ev cranies scriven

hen a community misreads the Bible, it warps
the Gospel, a little or a lot. When it misreads
a signature Bible passage—one by which it de-
fines itself—the damage is worse, and is also deeply in-
excusable. Defining passages, after all, receive constant
attention, so when misreading persists you wonder how
such attention can be so unquestioning and self-satisfied?
Revelation 19:10 has been precious to Adventism
from the beginning. The “testimony of Jesus,” it de-
clares, “is the spirit of prophecy,” and this verse has usu-
ally been paired with the description of the remnant, in
Revelation12:17, as “those who keep the commandments
of God and hold the testimony of Jesus.” For Adventists
these words, taken together, evoke a movement shaped by
the prophetic presence of Ellen White, and Ellen White’s
ministry is what we have emphasized.
But if we actually attend to the Bible, we will see that,

for Jesus, the spirit of prophecy was very much the spirit of
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the Hebrew prophets. Two compelling examples are Luke
4 and Matthew 11, where he invokes Isaiah as fundamen-
tal to his entire ministry. The first of these is a record of
Jesus’ inaugural sermon. His vocation, Jesus declared, is
“to bring good news to the poor.” God’s Spirit “has sent
me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free....” He was
quoting Isaiah, one of the greatest of the prophets, and
his identification with the prophetic tradition becomes
clear again when, according to Matthew 11, the disciples
of John the Baptist ask him if he is the “one who is to
come.” Alluding again to Isaiah, Jesus “answered them,
‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive
their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf
hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news
brought to them.”” Then Matthew himself, in chapter 12,
declares that Jesus fulfills Isaiah 42:1-4. Part of what he

quotes from Isaiah is this: “Here is my servant. . . . he will



proclaim justice to the Gentiles,” or “nations”; Matthew
then says that Jesus will persevere “until he brings justice
to victory.”

Although such echoes of Hebrew prophecy occur fre-
quently in the Gospels, two recent episodes show unmistak-
ably that both official and Americanized lay Adventism fail
to grasp what this means. At Annual Council in October,
2018, the General Conference president expressed disap-
proval for those who “overemphasize social issues while
downplaying or neglecting biblical truth and its relevance
for today’s society.” When precisely parsed, the sentence
seems to deflate social concern
into something minor and dis-
tracting. Do notlet such a thing
“overshadow”  proclamation
of “God’s last-day message,”
the president said.

Whether or not he meant
to go this far in his effort to
keep all attention focused on
“God’s last-day warning” in- -
stead of “socialyissues,” ai nine IegltlmatEIY
presidents of historically black
conferences in North Ameri-
ca objected. The Gospel, they
said in a statement, addresses
“social injustices.” They could

not, they said further,

condone, under any cir-
cumstances, any attempt
to silence or demoralize any who seck to follow
in the footsteps of the Savior who spoke on the
issues of social injustice—"If you have done it
unto the least of these you have done it unto me”
(Matthew 25:40). It is the Gospel of love that
demands we speak from the pulpit to the streets
and from the streets to anywhere where injustice
1s tolerated, and to be a voice for those who have

no voice.

These conference presidents sought and received a
private meeting with the General Conference president,
where, according to their report, he was cordial and al-

lowed that that he “could have found a better way of ex-

If we cannot interpret our
eschatology in such a way as to
buttress, not weaken, passion
for social justice, we cannot
call
Christian, let alone indulge the
fantasy that we, and we alone,
are the bearers of God’s last

word to the world.

pressing what he was trying to say.” But he was not even
trying to say what the New Testament declares; namely,
that the concerns of the Hebrew prophets are central to
Jesus’ entire testimony. During the American Civil Rights
Movement, the white men at the church’s official mag-
azine, then called the Review and Herald, claimed that
concern for civil rights was an interruption of Adventist
mission. Then, as now, black Adventist ministers, among
them the iconic E. E. Cleveland, objected. So what hap-
pened this past fall repeats what has happened before.
White leaders tend to minimize, or ignore altogether,
what the Hebrew prophets
emphasize; black leaders, or
some of them, try to correct
the oversight.

It seems clear that un-
til official (and still largely
white) Adventism repents of
the constricted meaning it
ascribes to Revelation 19:10,
it will, with respect to justice
ourselves and 1injustice, continue to fal-
sify the Gospel. “Tor the tes-
timony of Jesus is the spirit of
prophecy”—this is a signa-
ture passage for us, and mis-
representing it is disastrous.
The prophet Amos (5:16)
even takes “justice in the
gate”—institutional justice;

justice at the political level—
as a proper concern of the “remnant”; but such a con-
vention-blasting remark continues to have little effect on
official sensibility. If a black minister, Carlton P. Byrd, of
the Oakwood University Church and the Breath of Life
Telecast, has this very month affirmed Adventist social
“activism,” our white General Conference president has
again, this very month, defined Adventist mission as a
“message,” not as prophetic engagement of poverty, in-
justice and oppression.*

Since at least the time of the American Civil Rights
Movement, a few Adventist scholars, pastors and jour-
nalists (from a variety of races) have been attempting to
nudge the church toward the embrace of Hebrew proph-

ecy that Jesus himself epitomized. Just weeks ago, a pastor
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from the Netherlands, J. A. O’Rourke, chimed in with a
heavily footnoted argument, replete with references to the
prophets, for what he called a “theology of social justice.”
It was published on this website, and comments on the
article, some affirming and some not, climbed to more
than 200. The first was entirely negative. The commenter,
who entered the conversation numerous times, said that
O’Rourke was reading Scripture through the lens of “Lib-
eral-Socialism,” and that the “concept of social justice’
has has little to do, in fact, with “treating others according
to the principles of God’s laws.”

Although he had a political agenda familiar (or all
too familiar) in the American context, this commenter did
emphasize the Christian obligation to do, in the here and
now, “the good works Jesus told us to so...” But the telltale
point came in several remarks that would surely seem odd
to anyone not steeped in official Adventism. Why, he won-
dered, all the preoccupation with “prophecy”? “Through
almost my entire life,” he explained, “we’ve had an over-
whelming emphasis on prophecy to the exclusion of actu-
ally doing” what Jesus wants us to do.

But Jesus himself emphasized prophecy, so what
gives? The answer is that official Adventism has con-
strued Revelation 19:10 as pointing exclusively to El-
len White—and to her reading, in particular, of last-
day events. This is a misconstrual—prophecy is by no
means merely predictive; it is divinely ordained speech
against heedless power. The consequences of the mis-
construal worsen, moreover, when official Adventism

largely overlooks Ellen White’s own attunement to

prophecy as passion for the poor, the brokenhearted,
the captive and the bruised. Prophecy is about justice,
and in prophetic perspective, justice is biased for un-
derdogs. Ellen White got that.

The commenter who objected to J. A. O’Rourke’s
argument may be assured that no contemporary take on
social justice, whether socialist, libertarian or otherwise,
exactly replicates the biblical vision. That vision came to
expression, after all, before modern political institutions
were invented, and its applicability in today’s circum-
stances must stir us to urgent conversation, not cocksure-
ness. Butitis a gross betrayal of what Jesus stood for—a
gross betrayal of the Gospel—to pretend that Revelation
19:10, or any other passage of Scripture, exempts the
church from obligations the Hebrew prophets put at the
center of covenant responsibility. If we cannot interpret
our eschatology in such a way as to buttress, not weaken,
passion for social justice, we cannot legitimately call our-
selves Christian, let alone indulge the fantasy that we, and

we alone, are the bearers of God’s last word to the world.

*Byrd’s comment appeared in the February, 2019, issue of Ad-
ventist Journey, and the General Conference president’s in the
February, 2019, issue of Adventist World. These magazines arrive
in North American Division homes bound together as one.

CHARLES SCRIVEN is a member of the Adventist Fo-
rum Board, and he served as chairperson of the Board
from 2004-2018. He lives in Arizona.

The Coddling of the Adventist Mind sy carven i

ocial psychologist, Jonathan Haidt, and his
co-author Greg Lukianoff, have attracted both
support and criticism for their book, The Coddling
of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas
are Setting Up a Generation for Failure. Adventists might
be wise to consider if the Adventist cultural context
breeds mind coddling. Haidt identifies three lies that
engender a suffocating milieu that inhibits intellectual

growth; nurturing parrots rather than thinkers. What
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attracted and maintains my commitment to Adventist
Forum has been its trust in our God-imaged minds to
think and to do by challenging and afhirming thinking
on a variety of subjects. Adventist Forum through Spec-
trum magazine and website, as well as its conferences
and publications, can never be accused of coddling the
mind. Yet, I fear that in its history, and increasingly in
its current practices, Adventism coddles its members.

So, this book can be instructive.



