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One of the most distinctive characteristics of the Adventist church is its future oriented
message. To a concrete and materialistic society1, busy and obsessed in dealing with the
urgencies of the present and immediate situation2 and applied to get straightaway
satisfaction of things3, our church reminds that no human present endeavour and strategy
can bring about what only God‟s future is able to accomplish; it is hope, meaning and full
restoration.4
The profiles seem to be rather clear. On the one side, we have the Adventist church as a
future-oriented agency, and on the other side, we have our current society as a presentrooted entity. Yet to a deeper analysis and reflection this picture is not sufficiently
convincing; actually, it doesn‟t appear so obvious at all. This is because, on the one side,
modern society is at least as concerned with the future5 as we are. On the other side, it is
not altogether clear what kind of future we Adventists are really speaking about6.
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From a sociological perspective, our current society more than post-modern and postmaterialistic has become hypermodern and hyperconsumeristic. See, Gilles Lipovetsky,
Una felicità paradossale. Sulla società dell’iperconsumo. (Milano: Raffaelo Cortina
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Target of this paper is to try to distinguish between two ways of understanding the future
and then to describe some socio-theological implications of them for present Adventist
identity.
I. THE “FUTURUM” PARADIGM7
Western pre-modern societies and current non-western societies, partially still have, in
different ways and degrees, a cyclic understanding of time.8 In their perspective life is to
be taken as it comes. Sometimes it creates fear and confusion, but it also offers regularity
and continuity. Time proposes always something that has already happened. It never
represents a total break with past events.
Even Greek culture which invented the concept of history9 couldn‟t get rid of this
obsession with regularity. History had to be read, for a Greek citizen, as a mirror of the
regularity of nature.10 We consider these societies and cultures as much too static and
conformist. But by trying to reproduce the past in the future, they aimed to guarantee
trust, security and continuity in persons‟ lives.11
Today we live in a totally different situation that we will call “Futurum Paradigm”. It
represents a radical future-oriented perspective. Here the past is not to be reproduced but
rather to be overcome. Tradition is not a resource but an obstacle. In fact in our modern
society things very soon and very easily become old and outdated.
The origin of this paradigm can be found in Hebrew thinking.12 With the Old Testament
the circle of time becomes a line. Dissimilar to all others, every event is unique. One of
the best examples of this is incarnated in Abraham‟s life and call. He is asked to leave his
country and to go forward. His life cannot and must not be a repetition. There is no other
direction to follow, no other way to go, but into the future. He faces a starting point to
leave and an arrival point to reach. Only by following this line forward can he find
meaning and fulfillment.
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Jürgen Moltmann, The Coming of God, Ibid., 25, 26.
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L’essence du prophetisme, (Paris: Payot, 2004),
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Here, in comparison to Israel‟s previous life, or some contemporary societies, cultures
and religions, the time perspective has drastically changed because future is no longer a
mere copy of the past. It always brings something new. The promised future engraves
things, persons, groups and events with a tension they can‟t avoid or cancel. This tension
represents the essential of their vocation and of their identity. It is a tension toward the
future.13
a. A propulsive Faith14. (A first radicalization)
This understanding was not changed by the arrival of Christianity, but rather suffered a
first radicalization. The “time-line-perspective” in fact remained, even though, as O.
Culmann writes, a new tension emerged that the Hebrews didn‟t know before: the tension
between the “already” and the “not yet”.15 This new tension binds the Christian
community as much to the past as to the future because the central event, Jesus‟ life and
victory over sin and death, is now behind us as something completed.
Hebrew eschatology is a future-oriented eschatology while Christian eschatology is, at
least in part, also a realized eschatology. But what happened in fact was the
reinforcement of the same, basic paradigm, the “Futurum Paradigm;” If the certainty of
future events depends on the certainty of the main event that has already happened--i.e.
Jesus‟ full victory—the announced future is then as certain as what is in the past. Doubt
and perplexity about the future are overcome. Certainty and assurance incontrovertibly
fill the heart of a victorious and euphoric Christian. The promised future will surely
arrive as announced and as planned.
b. A progressive Society16. (A second radicalization)
Western modern culture and society went a step further. After learning, from Christianity
this fundamental truth about future, they introduced a shift. The certainty of the future
that Christianity still based on God modernity based exclusively in itself.17 The “timeline-perspective” therefore suffered so a second radicalization. It became more direct,
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more automatic and more predictable.18 This was, in fact, the spirit of the emerging
modernity: the unshakeable certainty of its own bright future.19
The Enlightenment and Positivism, among others, were the first typical examples of this
modern ideology. This movement didn‟t stop there, however. It enlarged, expanded and
refined itself in various experiments and sophisticated updates until it became really
democratic, universal and trans-cultural.20 It succeeded in modeling the worldview of
common people and single organizations. “The future is sure, you only need to introduce
order, discipline, coherence, hard work and accurate planning”. This could be life‟s
maxim21 for many of us today.22
On a more general level, the same logic is at work in modern technique and in the
correlative technocratic world which are now so diffuse and influential.23 To this same
orientation belongs as well the very typical modern obsession with “continuous growth”
whether in states, societies, groups and institutions, which we uncritically share today.
Unending growth has become a destiny, a linear destiny.24
c. An efficient Religion.25 (A third radicalization)
The picture still is not complete because, as much as Christianity influenced western
culture, in return Western culture greatly influenced Christianity.26 The optimistic and
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future-oriented spirit of modernity became the spirit of true Christianity.27 The Christian
God became a modern God, a coherent and efficient God, and today all of this god‟s
worshippers, across the whole spectrum of life and thought, look very much like him.
Christianity in modern times is thoroughly modern.28 This represents a third
radicalization of the “Futurum Paradigm”. It is the religious endorsement of the modern
cultural paradigm whether it openly accepts modernity or resists modernity on its own
terms, as it is mainly the case in Adventism.
In fact, though most of the time we Adventist have not been very friendly to modernity,
paradoxically we have managed to assimilate its genes and incarnate its more distinctive
features. Today Adventism represents a very modern religion despite itself. Its ethics is a
very typical modern ethics based on order, discipline and coherence. Its Dogmatic is a
very modern Dogmatic, based on the presumed completeness, clarity and efficiency of
the belief-system. On a more sociological level liberal Adventism29 and conservative
Adventism30 often share the same modern cultural presupposition: the certainty of a
linear model.
Even more generally in contemporary Adventism this linear paradigm has two versions.
We have a southern version which is dynamic and mission-oriented and obsessed with
baptizing and with numbers. We also have a northern version which is often paralyzed
and hypnotized with the compulsive thought of institutional and administrative efficiency
and reliability. They are suspicious of each other, overlooking and removing the original
fact of their common belonging in modernity. In fact they are twin brothers, legitimate
children of the same voluntaristic, linear and modern “Futurum Paradigm”.
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Gabriel Vahanian, “Ecclesial Revolution and Technological Society”, in, God and
Utopia. The Church in a Technological Civilization, (New York: Seabury Press, 1977),
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Adventist Forum, 2008), Part 4-43.
30
F. Canale, “From Vision to System: Finishing the Task of Adventist Theology. Part I:
Historical Review”, in, Journal of the Adventist Theological Society, 15/2 (Autumn
2004): 5-39.
5

II. THE “ADVENTUS” PARADIGM31
The “Adventus Paradigm” of the future opposes the “Futurum Paradigm”.32 While
“Futurum” is the future as an extension of the present, “Adventus” is the coming of the
future to the present.33
Whenever based on present conditions we conclude or forecast what the situation will be
tomorrow we are in the “Futurum Paradigm”. Whenever we are surprised and enriched
by the spontaneous visit of somebody who comes to us, or whenever we rejoice and
welcome a freely happening event, we are in the “Adventus Paradigm”.
“Futurum” is the deep satisfaction with the arrival of what have been planned and
scheduled; however, at the same time it fears the unknown and what is different.
“Adventus” is the vulnerability and openness that gets in touch with the unscheduled and
the joyful and trusting hope welcoming the unknown and what is different.
In this logic the god who was, is and will be is a “Futurum” god; this god becomes does
not come. He will be what he has always been i.e. the same. This is how the ancient god
Zeus was and behaved; this is also how the modern gods of our technological and
efficient society are and behave. Modern society in fact is interested only in a future that
brings more of the same present well-being and growth. It is instead afraid of a future that
runs different than the statistically planned best projections.
The “Adventus” God is a different God. He is a God who was, is and will come. He
creates a break, an interruption in the sequence of line-time. He is a free God because he
will be in the future something new he has never been before. He is not imprisoned in his
prophecies but faithful to them. This God doesn‟t become but comes. He is also a trusting
God in that he doesn‟t feel endangered or threatened in face of what is new and
unscheduled or towards what is different.
We therefore have two different conceptions of future. Let‟s focus now on three
implications of the “Adventus paradigm” for the understanding of time itself.
a. A broken time.34
31

In order to describe this different way of understanding time and particularly what is
ahead of us Moltmann refers to Latin and European languages and their use of “Futurum”
and “Adventus”. Jürgen Moltmann, “The Eschatology of the Coming God”, in, The
Coming of God. Christian Eschatology, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 22-24.
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J. Moltmann speaks of “Discontinuity of Time”. See, “Experiences of Time in the
history of God”, in, God in Creation. A new theology of Creation and the Spirit of God,
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 118-124. He also speaks of “interruption or
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The first and more immediate result of the application of the “Adventus paradigm” is a
radical critic of the automatism and self-sufficiency of linear time. Time is never
homogeneous and future is not the addition of events. True time is necessarily a broken
time, a time full of interruptions.35 This brokenness of time represents a direct effect of
the “prophetic-apocalyptic”36 dimension of the “Adventus Paradigm”. “Adventus” judges
time and puts clear limits to its pretension to be eternal, linear and homogeneous.
b. A heterogeneous time.37
A second important effect of the “Adventus Paradigm” is the creation of true historical
differences and alternative times. Not only is the line broken, but in addition to this, while
brokenness is its result, at the same time the “Adventus Paradigm” allows the emergence
of other different time-lines that run parallel, contrast, oppose, and resist to the
sufficiency and dictatorship of the first time-line.
True time is never monolinear, monolayer, monolithic; neither it is a tedious and
solipsistic monologue. True time is plural. There is not a time but many times. This
represents the “kairological”38 side of “Adventus”. This diversity is not merely

conversion of time”. Jürgen Moltmann, The Coming of God. Christian Eschatology,
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 22. See also, Heinz Zahrnt, “Die Wiederentdeckung
des historischen Jesus”, in, Die Sache mit Gott. Die protestantische Teologie im 20.
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35
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thinkers who have heavily reacted against this modern-linear understanding of history
and culture: E. Bloch, G. Scholem, W. Benjamin, , F. Rosenzweig, J. Taubes. K. Löwith
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Coming of God. Christian Eschatology, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 29-44.
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Creation and the Spirit of God, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 120.
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Ernst Käsemann”, (Genève: Labor et Fides, 1977), 62-76.
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God in Creation. A new theology of Creation and the Spirit of God, (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1993), 118.
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quantitative; it is qualitative as well. Each diverse time is particular, specific,
irreplaceable and unique, i.e. it is kairos.
c. A relational time.39
The diversity of times the “Adventus Paradigm” creates is not destined to be the story of
an eternal contraposition of times. Beyond its iconoclastic vocation, “Adventus” is
dialoguing and relational time. It doesn‟t oppose to the arrogance of past and present time
its own. History is not destined to be a clash of self-sufficient times. All the arrogances
are sinful and finally equivalent, that of humans, that of God, that of the Past, that of
“Adventus”.
“Adventus” knows how to be kind time. As such it builds on what past time and present
time have initiated and introduced. Past and present as much as memory and projections
are not target enemies of the apocalyptic, destructive power of “Adventus”. This is why
“Adventus” is also a forgiving time that humbly completes what other times have left
uncompleted.40 True time is necessarily a dialoguing time, a time full of connections and
interactions. This is the “Messianic”41 side of “Adventus”.
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Ibid., 123. This relational characteristic of eschatological time is described by
Moltmann as a “unifying perspective of messianic time”. See, “Becoming Alive in the
Spirit of the Resurrection: the Uniting of what has been Separated”, in, The Way of Jesus
Christ. Christology in Messianic Dimensions, (New York: HarperCollins, 1990), 263273. For a relational understanding of time see also Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 3
vols., (Chicago: The university of Chicago Press, 1984, 1985, 1988). See also Jacques Le
Goff, Histoire et mémoire, (Paris: Gallimard, 1988).
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Paul Ricoeur, “Le pardon difficile”, in, La mémoire, l’histoire, l’oubli, (Paris: Seuil,
2000), 593-656.
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Moltmann writes: “So what is new about the messianic time is not entirely new…the
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them through the world. With faith in Jesus the Messiah it therefore evokes among the
Gentiles hope for the messianic kingdom of the God of Israel.”, in, God in Creation. A
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III. SOME SOCIO-THEOLOGICAL 42 CONSEQUENCES FOR THE
ADVENTIST43 IDENTITY44
a. A broken identity.45
If we are to be really Adventist, our theological identity can‟t be definitive or linear but
rather broken. In this sense an identity excessively certain of its virtues, obsessed in being
coherent, and at any time and anywhere uniquely worried in affirming itself is already
pathological.
Adventist theological identity should be in movement, not institutionalized. Its necessary
institutionalization should be taken for what it is: a circumstantial administrative strategy
not a theological fact. Incompleteness is not a sign of sickness, just as ignoring something
is not synonym of disengagement or indifference. On the contrary theological holism and
obsession with theological synthesis must always be looked with suspicion.
A fixed thought with theological coherence gives often place to a monolithic, unilateral
and reductive theological identity. This often appears to be a strong and clear identity but
in the end it is very fragile because it is unable to cope with surprises, tragedies,
mysteries or with theological paradoxes and ambivalences.
To have a “weak identity”46 may be a sign of maturity.47 True Adventism is not
necessarily the sum of triumphs and certainties. Interruptions, ruptures, changes,
“dislocations”48 may be symptoms of health. To have a “traveling” 49 or a “diasporic
42

Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990).
Alain Tourraine, Farhad Khosrokhavar, La recherchede soi. Dialogue sur le sujet, (Paris:
Arthème Fayard, 2000). Debora Spini, La società civile postnazionale, (Roma: Meltemi,
2006).
43
Our perspective is different to that of G. Knight because is more sociological. George
R. Knight, A Search for Identity. The development of Seventh-day Adventist Beliefs.
(Hagerstown: Review and Herald Publishing Association, 2000).
44
Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991).
Francesco Giacomantonio, Il discorso sociologico della tarda modernità. Individui,
identità e democrazia, (Genova: Il melangolo, 2007). Gianfranco Pecchinenda,
Dell’identità. Analisi sociologiche, (Napoli: Ipermedium, 2005).
45
Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects. Embodiment and Sexual Difference in
Contemporary Feminist Theory, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994).
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Homi K. Bhabha, “Interrogating Identity”, in, Location of Culture, (London:
Routledge, 1994), 57-93. Zygmunt Bauman, Intervista sull’identità. A cura di Benedetto
Vecchi, (Roma: Laterza, 2005), 58-63. Giacomo Marramao, “Identità. Questioni
teoriche”, in, Passione per il presente. Breve lessico della modernità-mondo, (Torino:
Bollati Boringhieri, 2008), 57-86. Amartya K. Sen, Reason Before Identity, (Oxford:
University Press, 1999), 7.
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Julia Kristeva, Etrangers a nous-memes, (Paris, Flammarion, 1988).
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A. Appadurai, Modernity at large. Cultural Dimensions of Globalization,
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). P. Harvey, Hybrids of modernity,
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identity” 50 means that the synthesis of what we are, is still not given. What we are is only
part of us.51 What we could be, on one side, or what we are not, on the other, belong to
us, as orientation and as limit of ourselves. They are as much of what we are or what we
have been.
b. A heterogeneous identity.52
If we are to be really Adventist, our theological identity can‟t be homogeneous or
monolithic. Unity and universalism are modern obsessions we must not necessarily copy.
If the future can‟t be deduced from present, and if it introduces its own historical
specificity, historical and theological differences then are not deviations or diseases that
need to be overcome but rather visible signs of true historical time and a result of a
future-oriented eschatology.
There is no single theological identity in Adventism but many. Although this number is
not infinite, there are various types of Adventism and all of them are legitimate children
of the very same Adventist heritage and perspective. This heterogeneity is no sign of
pathology; it is a historical sign of health and dynamism.
South American Adventism is different from North American Adventism as much as
European Adventism is different from both of them. One is not better than the other.
They are different in age, dimension and in cultural perspective. In order to become
healthy, Adventism needs to create and pay attention to its own internal alternatives and
diversity. 53 Just as a “multiple self”54 is not synonymous of psychological pathology,
multiple Adventism is not a sign of denominational illness.
Anthropology, the Nations-State and the Universal Exhibition, (London: Routledge,
1996).
49
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Late Twentieth Century, (Cambridge (Mass): Harvard University Press, 1997), 39. Marc
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Culture, Difference, (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990). “La formazione
dell‟intelletuale diasporico”, in, Politiche del quotidiano. Culture, identità e senso
comune, (Giovanni Leghissa editor), (Milano: Saggiatore, 2006), 263-284.
51
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Boringhieri, 2008), 64-67. Albert O. Hirschman, The passions and the Interests. Political
Arguments for Capitalism Before its Triumphs, (Princeton: University Press, 1977), 2510

But there is also an external heterogeneity.55 Just as there is not one Adventism but many,
so Adventism doesn‟t represent the unique possible Christian religion and theology.
Adventism is one type of biblical reading, not the only one. We believe that it is best one;
but this is our noble hypothesis which we need to demonstrate to society today in theory
and in practice and surely not by decree.
c. A relational identity.56
If we are to be really Adventist, we are destined to be relational. Theological relationship
is the overcoming of theological isolation from others as well as the overcoming of the
despotism of one Adventism over the others. The idolatry of one Adventism and the
depreciation of the alternatives go hand by hand. It is the double face of the same coin.
Diversity is not to be feared or to be canceled. It‟s an invitation to dialogue57 and
confrontation. It reminds us to face and to accept the suffered experience of true conflict
because diversity is not always the result of a misunderstanding. As much as, Diversity is
not only complementary to my needs and lacks. Theological diversity sometimes resists
integration and synthesis but in this it doesn‟t represent an obstacle to theological
communion and theological dialogue. Relationship is communion58 not symbiosis. It
doesn‟t see others and diversity as deviations or as diseases to be overcome but as the
very essence of true communion.59
In order to realize this, is necessary that male made Adventist theology urgently pays
attention and accept to be corrected and balanced by Adventist women made theology. 60
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In order to become really relational Western and north Adventist theology needs to
identify, recognize and confront itself with non-western and southern Adventist
theology.61
But there is also an external relation to take care of. We Adventists are not alone62in the
religious world panorama or in society. We need others, the world, society and other
Christians, and we need to take care of them in order to grow up healthy63, balanced64 and
noble.
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