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“Can Peter, Paul, and Apollos Live Together in Peace in Adventism?”

By Alden Thompson


Adventist Society of Religious Studies, November 18, 2016

Theme: “The Church of My Dreams”

In 1979, at a now famous Adventist Forum meeting at Pacific Union College,
 Desmond Ford declared that it is “impossible to prove the investigative judgment from the Bible.” Immediately the audience was polarized. Loud voices declared he was from the Lord; others, just as loud, declared he was from the devil. Adventism has not been the same since, and the turmoil continues.


In 1989, ten years later,
 I preached a sermon at the Walla Walla College Church with the title, “The Adventist Church at Corinth,” in which I used the Corinthian church, with its divisions, as a model for what I saw as the three dominant strands in Adventism: The “can-do” perfectionists, represented by Peter; the “can’t do,” Jesus-does-it-for-you” evangelicals, represented by Paul; and the “do-the-best-you-can” Johannine Adventists, represented by Apollos. I preached from a manuscript and named names, referring to well-known Adventists of the time in each strand. The names would be different today, but the strands remain distinct, and can be illustrated from Scripture. But to preserve historical perspective, here are the brief descriptions and the names for each strand that I cited in my 1989 sermon.


Peter & Co. say you must obey and you can obey. Kenneth Wood, Tom Davis, Herb Douglass, Mervyn Maxwell – and Robert Brinsmead, early in his experience.


Paul & Co. say you must try to obey, but you never really can. Jesus pays the price for you. LeRoy Froom, Roy Allan Anderson, H. M. S. Richards, Robert Spangler, Richard Fredericks, Desmond Ford – and Robert Brinsmead, at an intermediate point in his experience.


Apollos & Co. say the important thing is to try.  Love is what matters. If your heart is in the right place, that’s what counts. Graham Maxwell, Malcolm Maxwell, Jack Provonsha, Dick Winn – and very briefly Robert Brinsmead at a later point in his experience.


My point then and now is that all three perspectives belong in Adventism, despite the often less-than-subtle claims of each strand to be the only true Adventism.


Neither before nor since have I preached a sermon for which I received so much positive feedback. Clearly it was the overwhelming desire of the church to find a way to live at peace together and celebrate our differences. 


I wrote up the material – minus the names – for inclusion in my 1991 book Inspiration: Hard Questions, Honest Answers,
 but it very quickly fell by the way. Even my friends said that it was too much for the church to handle at that time. A revision of the material has now appeared in my 2009 book, Beyond Common Ground: Why Liberals and Conservatives Need Each Other.
 But thus far it has mostly slipped by under the radar.


My convictions remain strong that the church would be much blessed if we could   recognize, indeed celebrate, such diversity. But the increasing agitation over the role and function of our fundamental beliefs has opened up for me some surprising conclusions, pointing to some crucial preliminary steps that we could and should take to facilitate the recognition of diversity in the church. Without these steps, I believe further discussions of our fundamental beliefs at General Conference sessions will only divide us further. 


Underlying my suggestions is the conviction that we must make it clear to the church that some things never change – but that some things do. The current structure and language of our statement of beliefs obscure that distinction, with the result that “present truth” Adventists who advocate change and adaptation – generally a liberal or progressive impulse – will always be at odds with “landmark” Adventists who cherish the unchanging nature of Adventism – generally a conservative impulse. While all three of our historic statements of belief – 1872, 1931, 1980 – state that we have no creed but the Bible, our failure to identify the unchanging aspects in the Bible from those things that do change is an increasing source of discord.  


Progressive voices in the church have generally celebrated the final sentence in the 1980 preamble that suggests the possibility of change: “Revision of these statements may be expected at a General Conference session when the church is led by the Holy Spirit to a fuller understanding of Bible truth or finds better language in which to express the teachings of God’s Holy Word.” More conservative voices, however, have resisted that sentence. In 1988, the first edition of Seventh-day Adventists Believe . . . : A Biblical Exposition of 27 Fundamental Doctrines
 omitted the preamble completely. By the third printing (1989) a short paragraph had been inserted in the front matter (p. iv) and when the 28th statement was added in 2005, that preamble became the cornerstone of the rationale for the addition of the new statement on “Growing in Christ” (#11). Yet the preamble was still not granted equality with the 28 statements themselves, even though the preamble is the only place in the entire document that declares the Bible to be our “only creed.” 


I am now convinced that such resistance to revision is an important part of a believer’s perspective. We can validate both the convictions of those who want change and those who do not, by reinstating into our formal belief structure two features that were crucial for our early Adventist forebears: 1) the church covenant used in 1861 when Adventists formally organized their first churches; 2) the cautionary words in our first unofficial statement (1872) that stressed the merely descriptive nature of our statement of beliefs. As originally published, here are those two crucial segments:


Church Covenant of 1861: “We, the undersigned, hereby associate ourselves together, as a church, taking the name, Seventh-day Adventists, covenanting to keep the commandments of God, and the faith of Jesus Christ.”


Declaration of Fundamental Principles, 1872: “We do not put forth this as having any authority with our people, nor is it designed to secure uniformity among them, as a system of faith, but is a brief statement of what is and has been, with great unanimity, held by them.”
 


A comparison of the 1872, 1931, and 1980 statements reveals that the most striking difference between them is the explicit Trinitarianism of the 1931 and 1980 statements, compared with the unambiguously non-Trinitarian 1872 document. Among early Adventists, Uriah Smith and James White were most explicit in expressing non-Trinitarian views. In 1852, James White even went into print with his reference to “that old Trinitarian absurdity.”
 Rolf Pöhler has argued that early Adventists were actually “fully agreed” in their rejection of the Trinity.


But whatever position one might hold on the Trinity, it has no effect whatsoever on the  unchanging affirmations of the 1861 covenant, affirmations which I believe have been and will continue to be made by all Adventists at all times and in all places. The language of the last verse the three angels’ messages (Rev. 14:12) is echoed in the covenant, affirming three unchanging anchors: community/church (saints), commandments, and Jesus. Putting that covenant at the head of our Statement of Beliefs would provide an immoveable anchor that would hold the world-wide Adventist community together just as the two key elements in our name, Sabbath and Advent, have done ever since we selected our name and organized as a church.



Finding a safe way to handle revision and change, however, is potentially a more delicate matter. But an important first step would be to insert into the preamble those words from the 1872 statement which preserve the strictly descriptive nature of our statement of beliefs: “We do not put forth this as having any authority with our people, nor is it designed to secure uniformity among them.”


Without the freedom to ask new questions and explore new frontiers, Adventism itself will be at risk. At the peak of the 1888 crisis, Ellen White penned these striking words. “When no new questions are started by investigation of the Scriptures, when no difference of opinion arises which will set men to searching the Bible for themselves to make sure that they have the truth, there will be many now, as in ancient times, who will hold to tradition and worship they know not what.”


To my knowledge there have been no overt efforts to turn our current statement of beliefs into exclusive positions on the nature of Christ (pre-fall substitute or post-fall example) or on the atonement (objective or subjective). Yet these topics continue to trigger lively and often painful divisions within the church. No doubt the fear that our statement of beliefs could be used as a prescriptive and punitive document raises unsettling possibilities: What if the church were to decide to exclude my particular position on the nature of Christ or on the nature of the atonement? Would I be forced to join a splinter group and separate from the main body of Adventism? Well might we cite Ellen White’s passionate words against ill-advised health reformers: “We are too few! . . . We cannot afford to . . . kill off this one and that one. No; we cannot afford it!”


Within the Ellen White corpus, one of the finest statements on the value of a dynamic biblical pluralism is her comment on “The Bible Teacher” in Counsels to Parents and Teachers. There she argues that different teachers should share in the teaching of the Scripture “even though they may not all have so full an understanding of the Scriptures.” She goes on to cite the diversity of biblical writers as her model: “Why do we need a Matthew, a Mark, a Luke, a John?”  “It is because the minds of men differ.” “Often through unusual experiences, under special circumstances, He gives to some Bible students views of truth that others do not grasp. It is possible for the most learned teacher to fall far short of teaching all that should be taught.”


A nurturing rather than a threatening ethos is crucial for a spiritually healthy community. And experiencing that kind of church is a great joy. Now a personal example. In 2001 Dave Thomas became Dean of the Walla Walla School of Theology, a newcomer in our department at a time when several of our faculty members had come under attack from church leaders. He gave us wise and godly counsel, but did not lay down edicts or enforce strictures against us. Indeed, in his very first year,
 he and I teamed up to present a week-end seminar on our campus with a rather frisky title: “Speak Up or Shut Up? Eager Luther (Alden Thompson) and Practical Melanchthon (Dave Thomas) Address Issues in the Church.”  I particularly remember the Sabbath afternoon dialogue because our perspectives were so different: “Doctrinal Diversity? The Cross in Paul and John.” At a particular point in my experience, the subjective atonement, as presented in John 14-17, had thrown open the windows of God’s love and grace for me. By contrast, the objective atonement as presented by the apostle Paul, had been a particular blessing to my colleague. In fact, after our energetic discussion, marked by frequent “yes, but” assertions, Dave offered an insight that I continue to value to this day. “Alden,” he said, “it seems to me that your initial experience was rooted in a deep appreciation for the goodness of God and you are now developing a keener perception for the sinfulness of humankind.”


“By contrast,” he said, “my spiritual growth was triggered by a profound sense of my own sinfulness and unworthiness before God. And now I am developing a deeper appreciation for the goodness of God.”


In spite of the intensity of our convictions, neither of us felt compelled to pass judgment on the other for an emphasis which was not our own. In good humor we argued for our positions, hoping that the other would see the light, so to speak. But we remain brothers within the community of faith. That experience, as much as anything in my life, illustrates the church of my dreams.


Current developments in the church that feel to me much more coercive and prescriptive I find troubling. Yet in the midst of turmoil, I have discovered a silver lining to these dark clouds, and from a surprising source, the GC web site.


My exploration of the site was triggered by the proposed IBMTE endorsement procedure which would require each religion teacher at an Adventist university or college to sign off on five separate documents, including the current statement of beliefs,
 or face termination. 


As I explored the new 2015 Statement of Beliefs, I noted the controversial revisions made to the statements on Creation (No. 6) and Christian Marriage (No. 23). But I also discovered that the problematic phrase from 1980 describing Ellen White’s writings as an “authoritative source of truth” had been removed from No. 18 (formerly No. 17) on the Gift of Prophecy.


But the trajectory of what has been happening was both sobering and intriguing. From a simple covenant in 1861 and an unofficial, non-binding, descriptive statement of beliefs in 1872, we moved to the rejection of a church manual in 1883.
 Then, nearly 50 years later, the church adopted its first official statement of beliefs (1931) and incorporated this statement into the first official church manual the following year (1932).  In 1946, the General Conference voted that changes in the manual could only be made by a full General Conference in session. Then in 1980, for the first time, a statement of beliefs was discussed and voted at a full General Conference in session.


In retrospect, the fallout from that last step should have alerted us to the danger of our way. The deletion of the “only” with reference to Scripture (#1) and the attempt to enhance the authority of Ellen White by describing her writings as “an authoritative source of truth” (#17) stirred up a storm of protest. Devout European Adventists, in particular, immediately requested that the issue be placed back on the agenda for discussion and vote at the next General Conference. At the time, church leaders sensed the danger of discussing and voting on beliefs at every GC Session. So the request was set aside. Even in 2005, when Fundamental Belief No. 28 was added, the church carefully orchestrated the worldwide discussions to prevent last-minute requests from the floor.


But now, just 10 years later, a host of changes have been voted and a serious attempt is being mounted to treat this revision as a prescriptive, creed-like statement. In the document voted at San Antonio, major or minor changes in wording were made in all but seven of the 28 statements.


Indeed, if one includes the revision of the texts given for each statement, then all of the statements were revised, for the texts were put in biblical order. A good argument can be made for that decision, though just as good a case can be made for listing the biblical passages in order of importance. But that raises the next question: If a religion teacher has to sign off on the statement, are the biblical passages included?
 On the GC website, John Brunt’s video on “The Law of God,” for example, is a superb presentation of law as a gracious guide to life. Yet the “official” list of Scripture references in the current Fundamental Belief No. 19 includes none of the texts that document such a positive perspective on law. Deuteronomy 4:5-8, 13-14; Psalm 119, and Jeremiah 31:31-34 are all missing!


Fortunately, the GC website points to a solution: names, faces, and signed articles. For each fundamental belief, the site offers a skillfully produced video and a cluster of links to additional articles, many of them with names. As I checked out the links, I began to sing the doxology, for remarkable diversity and creative presentations were everywhere evident.
 The authors can build their own case and use their own texts. They don’t have to check the “official” list to see if they are getting it right. Astonishing! Wonderful! 


In conclusion, I will summarize my suggestions and note some potential implications:
1. Install the original 1861 church covenant at the head of our statement of Fundamental Beliefs.


2. Incorporate the language of description from the preamble of the 1872 statement so that our Statement of Beliefs would describe and summarize Adventism, but make it clear that these statements are not to be used as an authority in a prescriptive manner.


3. The General Conference president would then become a servant leader in keeping with the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 20:25-28: “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. 26 It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant” (ESV).  Instead of ruling over his/her colleagues as the Gentiles do, the president would be a servant to the church, coordinating rather than mandating the direction that the church must take.


4. The General Conference session would focus primarily on mission, but could also discuss select teachings of the church. In 1975 the Southern Publishing Association published the kind of book that could be a model for us. Perfection: The Impossible Possibility, featured four essays from different SDA authors: Herbert Douglass, Edward Heppenstall, Hans K. Larondelle, and C. Mervyn Maxwell.
  All the authors were Adventists in good and regular standing. There were no pseudonyms, no mandates; the book simply displayed a variety of perspectives from within the Adventism. Both Zondervan and InterVarsity Press do that regularly now with a variety of topics. Why not again within Adventism? The essays could be peer reviewed and their presentations could be a highlight of the General Conference session.


5. One final vision for the church of my dreams would be to see a close working relationship between official Adventist publications and the independent Adventist press. I think it would be wonderful if the editor of the Adventist Review could feel free to contact the editors of Adventist Today and Spectrum to suggest to them topics that would be awkward for AR to publish but which the church needs to hear. Similarly, the editors of Adventist Today and Spectrum could suggest to AR and/or Ministry urgent topics that official publications of the church really should publish.
 


So that’s the church of my dreams, a church where Peter, Paul, and Apollos can live together in peace, a church where the study of God’s Word would be fresh and alive, secure on Adventist Landmarks, but ever pressing ahead in search of Present Truth. Somehow, I suspect Jesus dreams of that kind of church, too.
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