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Sabbath Afternoon
April 29

What can

Adventists Learn

from the rest of the
Christian world?

he following is a miscellany
of materials that may be
contributed to the discus-
sion. They have been
drawn from a number of
sources as indicated and
footnoted, or from my own
thinking and research. !
have divided the materials into two
sections: an historical perspective,
and a contemporary perspective.

SOME HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVES

1. CHURCH ORGANISATION
At the time when the organisational
structure of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church was being established, most
ecclesiastical structural forms were
variants of one of the three basic cate-
gories of church government or polity:
episcopal, presbyterian, and congre-
gational. Some denominations take
over selected specific elements from
each of the categories and

incotporated them within the
structural form which met their
specific needs. All denomina-
tions atiempted, to a greater
or lesser degree, to find a
structural form which was
theologically-based and prag-
matically feasible. Therefore,
the chosen form was usually
a function of theological
rationale, liturgical processes,
the need for office and
authority in the church, the decision-
making processes, and in many
cases, an attempt to facilitate
missionary expansion.!

Episcopal Forms of Church
Government

Episcopal church order was an
early form of church government that
has been practised in many Christian
denominations. In Episcopal churches
the chief ministers were bishops.
Subordinate ministers were presbyters
(or priests) and deacons. A threefold
ministry was the identifying mark of the
episcopacy. When the Orthodox
Church in the east separated from the
Roman Catholic Church in the west,
both maintained their commitment to
apostolic succession and episcopacy.
The Orthodox Churches adopted a
form of episcopacy which featured a
federation of self-governing churches,
each with its own presiding patriarch.
The episcopacy of the Roman Catholic
Church, on the other hand, became
more centralised, its bishops being
appointed by one head bishap. Its cen-
tralised episcopal governance enabled
the western church to more easily
maintain its catholicity in doctrine and
form.

with the Reformation came other
variations of episcopal form. The
Anglican Church, for instance, rejected
the primacy of the Pope and Roman
hierarchy but maintained historic suc-
cession. Some of the Lutheran
churches adopted a Protestant epis-
copal system but did not retain historic
succession.

A special case of episcopal gover-
nance was that followed by Methodist
denominations in the United States.
The Methodists did retain the episco-
pacy. But their bishops were elected
by representatives of the ¢hurch—min-



istry and laity— and not by a first
bishop or other bishops. At the same
time, the church was organised into
conferences which were to deal with
matters of administration. Like the
bishops, the conferences detived their
authority from a constituency and not
from the bishopric itself as was the
case in most episcopal forms of gover-
nance.?

Presbyterian Forms of Church
Government

Based largely on the model estab-
lished by John Calvin of Geneva,
Presbyterianism emphasised the
importance of elders or presbyters.
Although not holding that their form of
polity was the only one allowed by the
New Testament, it was understood by
Presbyterians that the essentials of
their structure were scriptural. The
basic presupposition of
Presbyterianism was the headship of
the risen Christ. As sovereign Lord, He
ruled His people by His Word and
Spirit, directing believers as a whole.
There was no concept of an elite
group which had received extraordi-
nary powers or authority through direct
revelation or by laying on of hands.
Those who governed the church were
chosen by all the church members,
who recognised that God had given
those officers gifts and abilities to
teach and to direct the church in its life
upon earth. Preshyterian churches
were independent of one another, but
they had a common commitment to
creedal statements embodied in the
Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg
Catechism, and the Westminster
Confession.

The local congregation was gov-
erned by a board which comprised the
elders and local minister. All who gov-
erned were chosen by the church
members themselves. Each congrega-
tion appointed two representatives
—an elder and a pastor—to the pres-
bytery, which comprised local
congregations within a given geo-
graphical area. Each presbytery then
appointed two individuals—likewise,
an elder and a pastor—to the next
level of government, the synod. The
synod in turn appointed an elder and a
pastor to the General Assembly.

In contrast to the episcopal system,
the minister in the Presbyterian

system was not "a delegate of a
bishop” but carried out his ministerial
responsibilities “as representing the
congregation.” On the other hand, he
was not an employee of the congrega-
tion, as were pastors in congregational
churches.? There was no hierarchy or
threefoid order in the Presbyterian
ministry. In contrast to the sacramen-
tally based ordination of the
episcopacy, all Presbyterian pastors
shared in an ordination which was
communally based.*

Congregational Forms of Church
Government

Local church autonomy was the
hallmark of congregational gover-
nance. lts scriptural foundations were
the headship of Christ and the priest-
hood of all believers. Each
congregation acted democratically,
choosing its own officers and minister.
Corporate action, especially with
regard to education and mission enter-
prises, was made possible only on the
basis of delegated autherity derived
from local congregations. District or
general organisations tended more
often to be advisory in nature and
dependent on the local congregations
for executive and decision-making
mandate.s

There were numerous small, inde-
pendent congregational churches in
the United States. There were also
larger denominational churches which
had adopted a modified congrega-
tional order. The largest of these were

the Baptist churches. Baptist congre-
gations were strongly principled and
believed that their form of governance
was that which adhered most closely
to that of the New Testament Church.6
The late 1890s saw a rising interest
in charismata in the established
denominations. Originating in the holi--
ness movement, Pentecostalism did
not originally have any separatist
ambitions. Rather, its goal was fo call
Christians everywhere back to the
apostolic  (Pentecostal) faith.
“Everywhere the work was to be under
the guidance of the Holy Spirit, which
in practice meant the control of visiting
gvangelists.”” Although Pentecostal
teachings received increasing opposi-
tion, particularly by holiness groups
who saw Pentecostalism as an unde-
sirable aberration of their holiness
doctrine, most were not forced to form
their own denominational arganisa-
tions until after the turn of the century.8

The Shape of Seventh-day
Adventist Organisation

Seventh-day Adventist organisa-
tional structure incorporated, but
adapted, elements from episcopal,
congregational and presbyterian forms
of governance. For example, its presi-
dent was given administrative powers
akin to those of a bishop. Further, the
president was elected by the con-
stituency as were bishops in the
Methodist episcopacy. The Methodist
conference system was also adapted
to the needs of the denomination.
From congregational governance it
adapted the broad-based authority of
the constituency. From presbyterian
governance it adapted the committee
system and the concept of representa-
tion. There is little evidence that the
early Seventh-day Adventists inten-
tionally set out to construct an
organisation which drew together such
diverse elements. That such occurred
was more by accident than by design.
Even so, awareness of the denomina-
tional backgrounds of those involved
in organisation would indicate that
such an accident may have been
somewhat inevitable.

2. THE IMPACT OF THE STUDENT
VOLUNTEER MOVEMENT

One cannot properly discuss
American mission at the turn of the
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century, nor the composition and dedi-
cation of the missionary band itself,
without reference to the Student
Valunteer Movement For Foreign
Missions, its influential leaders, and
the watchword which expressed the
aim of a whole generation of American
missionaries. The Student Volunteer
Movement was founded in a year
which has come to have great
significance  for  Seventh-day
Adventists—1888. Numerous refer-
ences to the movement, its leaders,
conventions, and watchword are found
scattered through Seventh-day
Adventist denominational literature
and commitiee minutes between 1889
and 1903. [n 1893, for example, it was
voted that the General Conference
secretary should attend the second
convention of the movement.? In 1891
Uriah Smith's son Leon, who, although
not listed among the official delegates,
was obviously at the first Student
Volunteer convention at Cleveland,
Ohio, in that year, enthusiastically rec-
ommended:

It is hardly necessary to add that the

Student Volunteer Movement is one

which merits the full sympathy and co-

operation of Seventh-day Adventists.

Unselfish, unsectarian (so far as con-

cerns Protestant secls), animated by a

pure zeal and devotion to the cause of

Christ, and seeking only to bring the

sound of his gospel to the millions

whose ears it has never reached, itis a

part of the great gospel work which

God is doing for the world in this last

generation of its history, and in which it

has pleased him to assign us so won-
derful a part.10

Again in 1898, Seventh-day
Adventists were admonished not to
hold themselves “aloof from" the stu-
dent movement.!

The two most influential leaders to
emerge from the Student Volunteer
Movement were John R. Mott and
Robert E. Speer. Both were abie
administrators, and both wrote exten-
sively—Speer being the more prolific
of the two. Mott's particular strength
was his ability to see mission in its
world-wide perspective and promote
the formation of strategies which
would optimise the potential that was
being created by the Holy Spirit. As
such he was one of the first to place
emphasis on strategic planning for the
world as a whole. His idea was to

develop a comity arrangement
whereby each mission agency would
be responsible for specific unreached
regions and classes of people.

Speer was a systematic thinker
whose strength lay in mediation and
clarification of all sides of a particular
issue or task to be performed. He gave
a good deal of attention to the needs
of the young national church, its right
to organise in its own way, its respon-
sibility for evangelisation in its own

sphere, and its ability to express its
faith according to its own cultural set-
ting without domination or intimidation
from the West. He wanted the younger
churches to be self-administering and
in control of their own financial
resources. 12

The Watchword of the Student
Volunteer Movement

Both Mott and Speer were staunch
defenders of the watchword of the
Student Volunteer Movement: “The
evangelisation of the world in this gen-
eration.” Mott asserted in 1902 that the
watchword had “in the case of a large
and increasing number of Christians ...
enlarged vision, strengthened pur-
pose, augmented faith, inspired
hopefulness, intensified zeal, driven to
God in prayer, and developed the spirit
of heroism and self-sacrifice.”3
Nevertheless, the watchword was not
so well appreciated by all, and it
received continuous and sometimes
vitriolic criticism.

Some maintained that the watch-
word was too closely tied to

premillennial views and was therefore
inappropriate for the missionary enter-
prise as a whole.' Others charged
that it did not do justice to Jesus’s
commission to make disciples. Making
disciples involved baptising, organ-
ising, instructing, edifying, and a whole
host of other tasks which better fitted a
mission policy directed towards organ-
ising churches, developing a
competent indigenous ministry, and
encouraging responsibility and self-
propagation.1’

While such objections were not suf-
ficient to discredit the popularity of the
slogan, they did serve to call attention
to what Hutchison has called “ambigui-
ties" in the watchword's key term,
“gvangelisation.” In response, Robert
Speer insisted before a Student
Volunteer Assembly in 1898 that "we
do not predict that the world is to be
evangelised in this generation,” but in
the same speech he reported statistics
which would easily lead the listener to
“begin to feel that perhaps the evange-
lisation of the world in this generation
may not, after all, be such a dream."®

Others tried to explain away the
apparent demand of the slogan by
claiming that “evangelising,” in fact,
meant “contacting” potential Christians
and exposing them to the gospel. But
when results were being reported, no-
one seemed satisfied merely with
statistics of contact. Both practitioners
and supporters of mission were not at
all indifferent to results expressed in
terms of conversions.1?

The watchword of the Student
Volunteer Movement was of vital
interest to Seventh-day Adventists—so
much so that when a department
which was designed to cater to the
needs of youth, was formed by the
General Conference in 1907, they
adopted it and adapted it to their par-
ticular perspective. The “aim” of the
“Missionary Volunteer society"—the
formal name given to youth-oriented
societies within local congregations—
was “The Advent message to all the
world in this generation."8

3. Adventist Prophetic and Doctrinal
Understanding

| quote the opening paragraph from
the seminal work of Leroy Edwin
Froom, The Prophetic Faith of Our
Fathers.
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Throughout the ages godly men have

seriously sought fo understand and to

interpret the prophecies recorded in

God's Holy Word. They have sought lo

know where they were in the unfolding

of the divine plan of the ages—and
what was coming hereafter in God's
scheme of things. An earnest endeaver
has here been made to trace this quest
of man back through the centuries by
systematically gathering and analysing
the essential records of all leading
expositors of Bible prophecy from apos-
tolic days down to the twentieth
century; yes, beginning in fact with

Jewish expositors prior to the Christian

era.

Steven Daily in his book Seventh-
day Adventism for a New Generation
has listed a series of points which
demonstrate our indebtedness to var-
ious religious traditions.™®

From the Judaeo-Hebrew religious
tradition:
« Creation thealogy;
+ Covenant/Remnant theology;
+ Sabbath rest;
+ Wholistic20 human nature;
+ Immortality—God's exclusive
possession;
+ Death=sleep;
+ The prophetic spirit;
« Normative nature of the Ten
Commandments.

From the Reformation
+ The authority of God's word,
through Christ alone;
« Salvation through faith in God’s
grace alone;
+ The priesthood of all believers.

From Puritanism
+ Dependence on
authority;
+ A history of dissent in relation to
established religions;
* Believer's baptism by immersion;
* The high priestly work of Christ

biblical

in heaven;
* Obedience to the Ten
Commandments;

+ Faithful Sabbath observance;

* Mortalism, annihilationism, and a
wholistic20 view of human nature;

* A literal, imminent, pre-millennial
second advent;

+ The importance of the prophe-
cies of Danief and Revelation.

From Wesleyan Methodism and Its
Associated Movements

+ The need for simplicity;

+ The need for gospel order;

« The need for practical holiness;

+ |dentification with the poor and
oppressed;

+ A prophetic relationship with the
religious establishment;

+ Religious enthusiasm and open-
ness to God’s Spirit. @
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For centuries we managed to get along without this word
ut it has surfaced in the last decade or sa. The frouble is
that we haven't vet decided how to spell i. The Oxford
Dicticnary {1987) does net recognise whofistic but accepls
hofistic. However, as this is a direct quote, we do nat cor-
rect the spelling of this illegitimate child of the language
and would welcome its early demise. Would net the word
compiate suffice? Ed.
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