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Rules of engagement determine how military operations are conducted. Those 
rules are extremely important, as they provide consistent, understandable, and 
enforceable standards for how military forces act in times of war.

As Christians, we are engaged in serious warfare – the cosmic conflict between 
God and Satan (Ephesians 6:12, NRSV). Do we have any rules of engagement so 
that our victory in this great controversy will be sure and certain?

The Gospel of Luke gives us a clue at its outset. Here Luke tells the story of 
Zechariah and Elizabeth, the first two individuals to be directly involved in the 
redemptive mission of Jesus. The Gospel’s portrayal of the childless couple informs 
us of at least five rules of engagement – the nature and modalities of our partner-
ship with God in His plan to save the world.

Rule 1: Obey the will of God our Commander unflinchingly.
Both Zechariah and Elizabeth “were upright in the sight of God, observing 

all the commandments and regulations blamelessly” (Luke 1:6). The notion of 
obedience almost feels offensive to rugged individualists and even to so-called 
“liberated” Christians. However, as followers of Jesus, we are conscious that we are 
involved in a spiritual warfare against the rulers, authorities, and powers of this 
dark world and the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms (Ephesians 6:10-
18); we do not even understand the nature of the enemy’s operation. Our only 
safety and effectiveness is found in staying close to the counsel and guidance of 
our Commander in Chief, factoring His instructions and values into the simple as 
well as the complex decisions we make on a daily basis.

Rule 2: Obedience is no insurance against life’s perplexities.
Although Zechariah and Elizabeth were obedient to God and willing soldiers in 

His great army of righteousness, “they had no children, because Elizabeth was bar-
ren; and they were both well along in years” (Luke 1:7). Unflinching obedience to 
God is no insurance against life’s problems and perplexities. When faced with life’s 
darker realities, a question that is commonly asked is, “Where did I go wrong, or 
what have I done to deserve this?” The assumption behind such a question is either 
self-doubt (“Was I really obedient?”) or self-righteousness (“I was obedient, but 
does God care?”). Such was certainly not the case with Zechariah and Elizabeth, 
for they were blameless “in the sight of God.” 

That is not to say we do not reap the consequences of our wrong choices, but 
here, such was certainly not the case. One cannot imagine a more natural and 
legitimate wish and prayer for a God-serving and God-honoring young couple: to 
have a child, a fruit of their love and union to brighten their home. Coming from a 
priestly lineage, they would be very familiar with the words of the Psalmist, “Your 
wife will be like a fruitful vine within your house; your sons will be like olive 
shoots around your table. Thus is the man blessed who fears the Lord” (Psalm 
128:3, 4). Yet they had been deprived of the blessing and were now “well along in 
years.” In life’s warfare, God’s people must live with the reality that faithfulness 
and obedience are continually confronted with the puzzles and perplexities of this 
sinful world. 
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the Spirit and would prepare the way 
for the Lord Jesus. He would “go on 
before the Lord in the power and spirit 
of Elijah” (Luke 1:17 NIV). God’s 
answers are always the best for us and 
contribute to the advancement of His 
cause. Greatness in the sight of God is 
not measured by the way world defines 
greatness – power, fame, wealth, and 
position – but by our usefulness in the 
kingdom’s cause.

Rule 4: Because nothing is 
impossible for our Supreme 
Commander, with whom we are 
in partnership, He expects us to 
believe the unbelievable.

Imagine Zechariah’s astonishment at 
the momentous announcement. “How 
can this happen?” he asked. “I am an 
old man and my wife is well along in 
years” (vs. 18). One would expect some 
sympathy from the angel; a few words 
of explanation would have helped. 
Instead, Zechariah was chastised for 
his unbelief, at least temporarily. “And 
now you will be silent and not be able 
to speak until the day this happens, 
because you did not believe my words, 
which come true at their proper time” 
(vs. 20).

The human heart tends to assess 
our predicaments in terms of the 
resources we naturally dispose of and 
thus overlooks the fact that God has 
given us everything we need for life 
and godliness through our knowledge 
of Jesus. As we yield to this tendency, 
we weaken our position as God’s repre-
sentatives in the great controversy. But 
our Commander in Chief continually 
draws our attention to His sacred Word 
to acquaint us each day with the infi-
nite resources at our disposal and with 
the certainty of victory in our spiritual 
warfare. Therefore, God’s rules of 
engagement demands: “Be strong in the 
Lord and in the strength of His power” 
(Ephesians 6:10, NRSV).

Rule 3: Remember that God 
answers the prayers of His 
people; He answers in His time 
and in terms of His greater 
purpose to save the world.

Zechariah and Elizabeth led a life of 
obedience, prayer, faith and hope, and 
yet life seemed bewildering. Even as 
they accepted this perplexity of child-
lessness, God chose to answer their 
prayers to fulfill His purpose in the 
great controversy. The answer could 
not be mistaken: “Do not be afraid, 
Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. 
Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a 
son” (Luke 1:13). 

One can imagine the angel Gabriel 
taking a pause after uttering the first 
phrase, “Your prayer has been heard.” 
Zechariah may have wondered to which 
prayer the angel was referring, because 
he was a man of prayer who regularly 
and daily presented his petitions and 
supplications. Gabriel was referring to 
a prayer Zechariah probably forgot: 
the prayer for a child. After all, both 
he and Elizabeth were “well along in 
years.” They had forgotten. God had 
not. They had passed the age of child 
bearing; but nothing is impossible for 
the Commander in Chief. He always 
answers, but does so in His time and in 
terms of His greater purpose.

 Their son was to bring them great 
joy and delight; he would be filled with 

Rule 5: There is always a 
good ending to the story of 
our partnership with our 
Commander in Chief.

Finally, the story of Zechariah and 
Elizabeth, the story of their faith, 
prayer, obedience and hope, ended 
well. The elderly priest makes a great 
prayer of confession: “[God] has shown 
his favor and taken away my disgrace 
among the people” (Luke 1:25). Taking 
away our disgrace, restoring our dig-
nity, giving us a place of honor in 
partnering with Him in the greatest of 
all rescue operations: this is what our 
Commander in Chief offers us. Soon 
there will be an end to our earthly 
story and a beginning of an eternal 
one at His second coming. Yes, there is 
indeed a good ending to our story as we 
embrace His rules of engagement. 

Gilbert R. Cangy
Youth Ministry Director, General 
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists
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Christ Our Righteousness – Our 
salvation, our mission, and our hope

Often Seventh-day Adventists have 
been accused of being legalistic, pro-
moting salvation by works. Nothing 
could be further from the truth! As 
we understand our need for revival 
and reformation in these last days, we 
need to realize that the foundation 
of revival and reformation is nothing 
less than a full and correct acceptance 
of Christ and His all-encompassing 
righteousness. The voices of Seventh-
day Adventists should be the strongest 
in proclaiming salvation through the 
grace of Christ and Him alone! The 
two great provisions of salvation – jus-
tification and sanctification – cannot 
be separated, for they constitute the 
fullness of Christ, Our Righteousness. 

At times, there seems to be a confu-
sion about justification and sanctifica-
tion and how they relate to each other 
and our salvation. Some promote 
justification to the exclusion of sanc-
tification and arrive at what has been 
termed “cheap grace.” Others focus 
almost exclusively on sanctification 
and arrive at what has been termed 
“perfectionism,” or a self-initiated 
form of legalistic salvation by works. 
But God’s all-encompassing righteous-
ness involves the completeness of both 
justification and sanctification. It is 
His plan, not ours. It is His way of 
bringing us into an immediate and 

long-term relationship with Him in 
preparation for spending eternity with 
Him. It is His divinely-appointed 
means of not only calling us good 
but also making us good; of chang-
ing both our standing in the books of 
heaven and our character in life here 
on earth. 

God’s plan of salvation is so marvel-
ous and assuring, and yet incompre-
hensible in every detail. It is so simple 
that a child can understand it, and 
yet so grand that we will be studying 
it throughout eternity. Jesus, the Son 
of God, came to this earth to become 
one of us. He lived a perfect and sin-
less life on this earth, died for us, rose 
to life, intercedes for us in the Most 
Holy Place of the heavenly sanctuary, 
and will soon return to take us home. 

Special privilege of Adventists
God has entrusted into the hands 

of His last-day people the privilege 
of proclaiming the three angels’ mes-
sages of Revelation 14, that focus 
on Christ and His righteousness 
and turning people back to the true 
worship of God. “In a special sense 
Seventh-day Adventists have been set 
in the world as watchmen and light 
bearers. To them has been entrusted 
the last warning for a perishing world. 
On them is shining wonderful light 

from the Word of God. They have 
been given a work of the most solemn 
import – the proclamation of the first, 
second, and third angels’ messages. 
There is no other work of so great 
importance. They are to allow noth-
ing else to absorb their attention.”1

What this means is that we are to 
lift up the true worship of God, our 
Creator, giving glory to Him and pro-
claiming the everlasting gospel and 
the arrival of His judgment. We are 
to proclaim the fall of Babylon – the 
forces that bring spiritual confusion 
among people – and return to a pure 
and simple understanding of God’s 
plan of salvation. We are to warn 
against worshiping the beast or his 
image and receiving the mark of the 
beast on our forehead or hand – which 
means accepting the authority that has 
claimed to change God’s law and pro-
mote a false teaching of biblical truth 
and Christ’s righteousness.

The truth as in Jesus
Adventists have been called to 

proclaim the truth as it is in Jesus. 
He and He alone is our salvation. 
Paul declares unequivocally: “For by 
grace you have been saved through 
faith, and that not of yourselves; it 
is the gift of God, not of works, lest 
anyone would boast. For we are His 

by Ted N.C. Wilson Only Christ-empowered justification and 
sanctification will save us, change us, and 
nurture us into true disciples of Christ. It 
is something that Jesus does both for us 
and in us.
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workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 
for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand that we should walk in 
them” (Eph. 2:8-10).

The grace of God alone saves us 
from sin, justifies us through Christ’s 
righteousness, and proclaims us per-
fect before God. As we accept the 
power that accompanies justification, 
Christ begins to sanctify us, trans-
forming us into His glorious image. 
This entire change is due to the all-
encompassing righteousness of Christ. 
That is why Paul, after describing the 
incredible humility of Christ in com-
ing to die as a perfect substitute for 
us as sinners, proclaims in Philippians 
2:12, 13: “Therefore, my beloved, as 
you have always obeyed, not as in my 
presence only, but now much more in 
my absence, work out your own salva-
tion with fear and trembling; for it is 
God who works in you both to will 
and to do for His good pleasure.” 

This is not a call for salvation by 
works. This is a call for righteousness 

by faith in God “who works in you 
both to will and to do.” When we 
accept Jesus into our lives, a miracu-
lous Spirit-filled conversion takes place 
and Christ changes us into His like-
ness. Christ justifies and allows us to 
connect with Him so that we become 
more and more like Him. 

That is why the unconverted 
become converted. That is why 
drunkards become sober. That is why 
loose-living people become moral. 
That is why mean-spirited individuals 
become peacemakers. That is why liars 
become honest. That is why filthy-
minded people become pure. That is 
why evolutionists become creation-
ists. That is why selfish, self-centered 
people become selfless, generous bene-
factors. 

It is all due to the power of God 
that begins to produce the fruits of 
the Spirit in our lives. Hence, James 
is right: “Thus also faith by itself, if it 
does not have works, is dead” (James 
2:17). By focusing our complete atten-

tion on Christ and His righteousness, 
we are placed in a right relationship 
with Him, and His power changes us 
from within.

Paul describes this provision for a 
right relationship in one of the most 
powerful verses of the Bible: “For He 
made Him who knew no sin to be 
sin for us, that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 
5:21). God, the Father, provided His 
Son as a sacrifice for our sins, that we 
would be able to take on the perfect 
righteousness of Christ. This is the 
“born-again” experience Jesus pro-
claimed, “Most assuredly, I say to you, 
unless one is born again, he cannot see 
the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).

This born-again experience makes 
us an entirely new person. “Therefore, 
if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 
creation: old things have passed away; 
behold, all things have become new” 
(2 Cor. 5:17). Through the leading of 
the Holy Spirit, as we confess our sins 
and fall at the foot of the cross before 
Christ, we are cleansed of our sins and 
recreated into the image of God. “If 
we confess our sins,” says John, “He 
is faithful and just to forgive us our 
sins and to cleanse us from all unrigh-
teousness” (1 John 1:9). He further 
states, “But as many as received Him, 
to them He gave the right to become 
children of God, to those who believe 
in His name: who were born, not of 
blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor 
of the will of man, but of God” (John 
1:12, 13). And again: “For whatever 
is born of God overcomes the world. 
And this is the victory that has over-
come the world – our faith” (1 John 
5:4). 

What is Christ’s righteousness?
We are saved by grace and we live 

by faith, all because of and through 
Jesus Christ our Savior and Lord! We 
can proclaim with Paul, “I have been 
crucified with Christ; it is no longer I 
who live, but Christ lives in me; and 
the life which I now live in the flesh I 
live by faith in the Son of God, who 



7DIALOGUE 23 • 3   2011

loved me and gave Himself for me” 
(Gal. 2:20). That is to say, accepting 
Christ and His righteousness means 
accepting Him and obeying Him and 
the wonderful truths and doctrines of 
the Bible, all centered in Him. As Paul 
says, “For the grace of God that brings 
salvation has appeared to all men, 
teaching us that, denying ungodli-
ness and worldly lusts, we should live 
soberly, righteously, and godly in the 
present age, looking for the blessed 
hope and glorious appearing of our 
great God and Savior Jesus Christ” 
(Titus 2:11-13).

In verses 5 and 6, Paul indicates 
that it was “not by works of righ-
teousness which we have done, but 
according to His mercy He saved us, 
through the washing of regeneration 
and the renewing of the Holy Spirit.” 
Note what Paul says: we are justi-
fied through Christ’s power alone 
(“according to His mercy He saved us, 
through the washing of regeneration”) 
and sanctified through Christ’s power 
alone (the “renewing of the Holy 
Spirit whom He poured out on us 
abundantly through Jesus Christ our 
Savior”). All our righteousness, either 
in the books of heaven or in our lives 
on earth, comes through the grace and 
power of Christ alone.

Paul further states in verse 7 “that 
having been justified by His grace we 
should become heirs according to the 
hope of eternal life.” We are justified 
by Christ. We are covered with His 
robe of righteousness. This justify-
ing righteousness is imputed to us. 
We appear perfect before the Father, 
just as if we had not sinned. That is 
Christ’s righteousness.

In verse 8, Paul says, “This is a 
faithful saying, and these things I 
want you to affirm constantly, that 
those who have believed in God 
should be careful to maintain good 
works. These things are good and 
profitable to men.” The good works 
are not done by our own strength but 
accomplished by the sanctifying power 
of Christ. The Holy Spirit works in us 

fallen condition, Christ did not in 
the least participate in its sin. … We 
should have no misgivings in regard 
to the perfect sinlessness of the human 
nature of Christ. Our faith must be 
an intelligent faith, looking unto Jesus 
in perfect confidence, in full and 
entire faith in the atoning sacrifice. 
… Divine power is placed upon man, 
that he may become a partaker of the 
divine nature, having escaped the cor-
ruption that is in the world through 
lust. This is why repenting, believing 
man can be made the righteousness of 
God in Christ.”5

Conformity to God’s will. 
“The righteousness which Christ 

taught is conformity of heart and life 
to the revealed will of God. Sinful 
man can become righteous only as 
they have faith in God and maintain a 
vital connection with Him. Then true 
godliness will elevate the thoughts 
and ennoble the life. Then the exter-
nal forms of religion accord with the 
Christian’s internal purity.”6

A work of a lifetime
Let no one in the Seventh-day 

Adventist Church think of himself 
or herself as better than anyone else 
or accuse others of not being holy or 
perfect. We are all sinners at the foot 
of the cross in need of a Savior who 
provides for us His righteousness. As 
we consecrate ourselves to Christ and 
allow Him to work in us, we stay close 
to Him and His Word. In this pro-
cess, “Christ is waiting with longing 
desire for the manifestation of Himself 
in His church. When the character of 
Christ shall be perfectly reproduced 
in His people, then He will come to 
claim them as His own.”7 

It is not in ourselves to accomplish 
this task of perfectly reproducing the 
character of Christ in us. We must 
daily allow the Holy Spirit to change 
us more and more into the likeness of 
Christ. It is the work of a lifetime. We 
are to ask for Christ’s character in our 
lives as we learn practical obedience to 
His Word through His power. 

to make us more and more like Christ. 
We are totally dependent on our rela-
tionship with Christ for sanctification. 
That is Christ’s righteousness.

The Spirit of Prophecy gives us 
some wonderful insights on Christ’s 
righteousness. Here are some selected 
gems:

Christ has made a way of escape. 
“We have no righteousness of our own 
with which to meet the claims of the 
law of God. But Christ has made a 
way of escape for us. He lived on earth 
amid trials and temptations such as we 
have to meet. He lived a sinless life. He 
died for us, and now He offers to take 
our sins and give us His righteousness. 
If you give yourself to Him, and accept 
Him as your Saviour, then, sinful as 
your life may have been, for His sake 
you are accounted righteous. Christ’s 
character stands in place of your char-
acter, and you are accepted before God 
just as if you had not sinned.”2

“Christ changes the heart. He 
abides in your heart by faith. You 
are to maintain this connection with 
Christ by faith and the continual sur-
render of your will to Him; and so 
long as you do this, He will work in 
you to will and to do according to His 
good pleasure. … So we have noth-
ing in ourselves of which to boast. We 
have no ground for self-exaltation. 
Our only ground of hope is in the 
righteousness of Christ imputed to 
us, and in that wrought by His Spirit 
working in and through us.”3

“A life in Christ is a life of 
restfulness.… Your hope is not in 
yourself; it is in Christ. … Let the 
mind dwell upon His love, upon the 
beauty, the perfection of His charac-
ter. Christ in His self-denial, Christ in 
His humiliation, Christ in His purity 
and holiness. Christ in His matchless 
love – this is the subject for the soul’s 
contemplation. It is by loving Him, 
copying Him, depending wholly upon 
Him, that you are to be transformed 
into His likeness.”4

Christ is our all in all. “In tak-
ing upon Himself man’s nature in its 
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We are not to work towards what 
may be termed “perfectionism,” 
reflecting a legalistic checklist or pull-
ing ourselves up by our own power. 
We must not point out the faults of 
others or bring about division in the 
church with accusations that we are 
more righteous than others. We are 
not to think of ourselves as perfect, 
except as we are perfect in Christ’s 
righteousness – what He does for 
us justifying us, and what He does 
through us sanctifying us. 

We are to be unified in Christ in 
word and action. “The secret of unity 
is found in the quality of believers in 
Christ. The reason for all division, dis-
cord, and difference is found in sepa-
ration from Christ. Christ is the center 
to which all should be attracted; for 
the nearer we approach the center, the 
closer we shall come together in feel-
ing, in sympathy, in love, growing into 
the character and image of Jesus.”8

We are not to think that we are 
righteous in our own right. We are 
completely dependent on Christ for 
any changes in our lives as we submit 
to Him. We are never to boast of 
being perfect or having attained per-

fection. “No one who claims holiness 
is really holy. Those who are registered 
as holy in the books of Heaven are not 
aware of the fact, and are the last ones 
to boast of their own goodness. None 
of the prophets and apostles ever pro-
fessed holiness, not even Daniel, Paul, 
or John. The righteous never make 
such a claim. The more nearly they 
resemble Christ, the more they lament 
their unlikeness to Him.”9

“When men learn they cannot earn 
righteousness by their own merit of 
works, and they look with firm and 
entire reliance upon Jesus Christ as 
their only hope, there will not be so 
much of self and so little of Jesus. … 
God works and cooperates with the 
gifts He has imparted to man, and 
man, by being a partaker of the divine 
nature, and doing the work of Christ 
may be an overcomer and win eternal 
life. … Divine power and the human 
agency combined will be a complete 
success, for Christ’s righteousness 
accomplishes everything.”10 

This is truly Christ’s all-encom-
passing righteousness. We are totally 
dependent on Him. 

How, then, should we live?
So how should we live in these last 

days of earth’s history just before 
Christ’s second coming? How should 
we understand the plan of salvation?

Cheap grace will not do it. It denies 
the power of the Holy Spirit to change 
the life of the believer day by day to 
become more and more like Christ. 
Legalism will not do it. It blocks the 
only way to salvation, which is total 
dependence on Jesus Christ, our only 
way to salvation. An intellectual, higher- 
critical approach will not do it. It 
destroys the very miracle of conversion 
and sanctification and strips God’s 
salvation of its power to change lives.

Only Christ-empowered justifica-
tion and sanctification will save us, 
change us, and nurture us into true 
disciples of Christ. It is something 
that Jesus does both for us and in 
us. “There is no excuse for sin, or for 

indolence. Jesus has led the way, and 
He wishes us to follow in His steps. 
He has suffered, He has sacrificed as 
none of us can, that He might bring 
salvation within our reach. We need 
not be discouraged. Jesus came to our 
world to bring divine power to man, 
that through His grace, we might be 
transformed into His likeness.”11

Through His grace we can have 
divine power and His character, as we 
are made more and more like Him. 
Christ came to this earth. He lived 
a sinless life, died for us, rose for us, 
intercedes right now for us in the most 
holy place of the heavenly sanctu-
ary as our High Priest, and will soon 
return as the King of Kings and Lord 
of Lords. What a wonderful day that 
will be! The culmination of all of 
earth’s history and the end of the great 
controversy! It will be the ultimate 
revelation of His all-encompassing 
righteousness and salvation! We will 
go home to be with Him forever, 
never to be tempted again, never to be 
separated from our Lord! 

Ted N.C.Wilson (Ph.D., New York 
University) is the president of the 
General Conference of Seventh-day 
Adventists.
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The revolution we all need

by Lincoln E. Steed The world is in a revolutionary phase. 
Why not us?

Periodically, our world is flushed 
with revolution. Times when the old 
order is shaken and a new model 
emerges. History shows that such 
moments not only reshape their times 
but radically shape the future.

The China of 1963 was drift-
ing toward stagnation. No workers’ 
paradise had emerged from the post-
World War II civil war. An erstwhile 
ally, Russia, had taken to treating the 
Chinese as irrelevant. And the United 
States had begun massing troops in 
nearby Vietnam, partly in order to 
check Chinese power.

In 1963, Chinese leader Mao 
Zedong penned a poem. The old 
revolutionary reached deep to recap-
ture the imagery of another time. 
“So many deeds cry out to be done,” 
he wrote. “And always urgently: The 
world rolls on. Time presses. Ten 
thousand years are too long. Seize the 
day, seize the hour! The four seas are 
rising, clouds and water raging. The 
five continents are rocking, wind and 
thunder roaring. Our force is irresist-
ible, away with all pests.”

Within a short time China was 
convulsed by the Cultural Revolution. 
But the result was not what Mao 
expected. The result was Nixon in 
China, openness to the West, and the 
ultimate emergence of China as a new 
economic superpower. 

Today we are witnessing that same 
radical testing of norms in the Arab 
world. First Tunisia, then Egypt has 
been convulsed by popular revolutions 
that toppled their regimes. Hardly a 

country in the area has escaped urgent 
popular calls for change. Even the 
usually solid Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
looks soft in the face of demands for 
change. In Syria, the regime has sent 
tanks into the streets to sweep away 
the ever-growing dissent. In Libya the 
civil war rages on.

Revolution to where?
Where is this moment of revolu-

tionary fervor taking us?
As World War I was imminent, 

Ellen G. White wrote that “rulers and 
statesmen, men who occupy positions 
of trust and authority, thinking men 
and women of all classes, have their 
attention fixed on the events taking 
place around us. They are watching 
the relations that exist among the 
nations. They observe the intensity 
that is taking possession of every 
earthly element and they recognize 
that something great and decisive is 
about to take place — that the world 
is on the verge of a stupendous crisis.” 
That description applies with much 
more force today. This is a revolution-
ary moment hardly without prec-
edent.

As is so often the case, religion is a 
central dynamic. Twitter, Facebook, 
YouTube and Internet access may 
have functioned as enabling tools for 
change in the Middle East, but it was 
the clash of religious outlooks which 
fed it. First it was the war on terror-
ism, and now the desire for change. 
Freedom is in the air. But freedom 
from what, and freedom to believe and 

practice what? The story is ongoing.
Jesus began His ministry with a 

revolutionary moment at the syna-
gogue in Nazareth. He was a young, 
untested man by the standards of His 
day. But the rabbi was open-minded 
enough to honor the return of the 
hometown boy with His few follow-
ers by allowing Him to read from the 
Torah. Given the book of Isaiah, Jesus 
read from chapter 61: “The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon Me, because He has 
anointed Me to preach the gospel to 
the poor; He has sent Me to heal the 
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to 
the captives and recovery of sight to 
the blind, to set at liberty those who 
are oppressed; to proclaim the accept-
able year of the Lord” (Luke 4:18-19, 
NKJV). Powerful words, indeed. 
This was followed by Jesus’ telling 
those present, “Today this scripture 
has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 
Downtrodden vassals of Imperial 
Rome could not help but be thrilled 
by those words. 

A little over three years later, Judas 
would betray his Master over a misun-
derstanding of those words. And a few 
years after that, Rome would utterly 
crush the Jews and destroy Jerusalem 
after a revolt fueled by the same mis-
understanding of the revolutionary 
concept.

Jesus presented religious freedom as 
the central point of His mission. Man 
was enslaved to sin. He must be freed. 
He could be free. This revolution in 
thinking was possible. This is the gos-
pel story.
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Adventists and religious freedom
Seventh-day Adventists are people 

of prophecy. Our church is the inheri-
tor of the deep Bible study by mostly 
young people who became convinced 
from Scripture that Christ was about 
to return to bring in His eternal king-
dom. They came to understand that 
the call to prepare is a call to religious 
freedom. They came to understand 
how important it is for us to freely 
choose to serve the Lord. They saw in 
the prophecies for the last days an out-
line of how Satan will prevent many 
from preparing for Christ’s return. He 
will move upon church and civil lead-
ers to compel others to false worship. 
Religious freedom is thus a necessary 
outcome to enable a response to the 
final call.

There is probably no more con-
tentious moment for Seventh-
day Adventists than the General 
Conference Session of 1888. At the 
center of the debate was Alonzo T. 
Jones, editor of the religious liberty 
journal The Sentinel. And the debate 
had everything to do with religious 
liberty.

That year a coalition of mostly 
Protestant groups, with a certain 
Senator Blair at their head, put for-
ward a bill that went way beyond any 
“blue law” still on most state statute 
books and proposed a national law of 
Sunday sacredness. A.T. Jones was in 
the thick of the debate and filled the 
pages of The Sentinel with arguments 
against it from history and prophecy.

Jones drew a parallel between 
the process by which pagan Rome 
embraced Christianity and then used 
its power to compel all to obey reli-
gious edicts, and the devolution of the 
American Republic from its secular 
role toward a similar compulsion 
to worship and a very denial of its 
Constitution. In short, he saw proph-
ecy being fulfilled. He saw the U.S. 
moving into the model of the third 
angel’s concern in Revelation 14. This 
was the time for a remnant people to 
object to the final act of denial of God 

and His freedom. This was the time 
for revival. This was the last revolu-
tionary moment of history. Evil was 
about to fully reveal itself; therefore 
God would honor His prepared faith-
ful with a special power to witness.

When he spoke at the General 
Conference Session in 1888, Jones, 
together with his associate editor E.J. 
Waggoner, urged revival, a return to 
the centrality of Christ for our wit-
ness. Curiously, the response was quite 
muted. There was more debate than 
decision. The revolutionary call was in 
large measure ignored, even as Ellen 
White endorsed it.

At the next General Conference 
Session in 1893, Jones was again a fea-
tured speaker. Again he urged action 
and more than the time before, he 
explained it in the context of religious 
liberty. Today, in our day of global 
revolutionary fervor, of the old isms 
passing, the old identities blurred, his 
words must surely call us to attention.

Jones put the case to his hearers in 
the starkest terms: “When he [God]  
calls upon you and me to take a posi-
tion in allegiance to His law, which 
will forfeit our lives, that will put our 
lives in jeopardy so that some earthly 
power would deprive us of it, What 
then? Well, He simply says, Let that 
life go. It will vanish away in a little 
while anyway; here is one that will last 
through all eternity…. Therefore the 
man or woman who has only this life 
to start with, need not start with the 
third angel’s message, because when 
the test comes that this life is at stake, 
he will stick to it. That’s the danger. A 
man can’t go through what the third 
angel’s message is to go through, with 
only this life that he has. He can’t 
do it. Because it is all he has, and he 
will stick to it, when it is brought into 
jeopardy. But he who will let this life 
go, count it worth nothing, and take 
that life that measures with the life of 
God, that life which is the life of God, 
will have a life that can never get into 
jeopardy. That man is safe. He can go 
wherever the message calls him.”2

This is the revolutionary logic that 
Mao was stumbling toward: “our 
force is irresistible.” This is the great 
truth that Jesus was proclaiming in 
Nazareth: the revolutionary freeing of 
the soul for spiritual action!

Calls for action do not always have 
an immediate response, but there is 
a certain inevitability to truth. The 
Sunday law proposal in A.T. Jones’ 
day faded, as did the call for an appro-
priate response. But today we face a 
similar dynamic, and religious liberty 
must again be argued from its true, 
spiritual basis. And in a time of revo-
lutionary fervor, we are called upon 
to embrace a transforming message to 
a most unfree world. After all, with 
God, our force is irresistible.

The newly-liberated Middle East is 
embarking on a political and social 
journey that must navigate between 
the pull of fundamentalist violence 
and the likely dictatorship of public 
will. But it needs to hear the true mes-
sage of liberation – of true religious 
liberty. 

The so-called Christian West is 
searching for security from external 
threats. It too is vulnerable to dis-
tinctly coercive solutions to the social 
and religious fix it is in. The recently-
designated Sunday family rest day in 
Europe is probably just the beginning. 
They need to hear of true religious 
freedom.

The United States is more fixated 
than ever before on the war on terror. 
It is more concerned than ever with 
defining its identity to protect itself 
from the enemy within – some form 
of state religion is bound to emerge. 
The United States needs to discover 
true religious liberty – something that 
exists beyond the hitherto reasonable 
protection of a first amendment. The 
revolution is coming, and what ideas 
will replace the present ones? We need 
to work to ensure that biblically-based 
models of religious freedom are placed 
before the wondering public.

Continued on page 14
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Evolution and diversity of life

Does the theory of evolution explain the 
diversity of life?

by David L. Cowles  
and L. James Gibson

The answer you may receive to 
the question posed above will differ 
greatly depending on who you ask. 
Evolutionary theory is a vast and far-
reaching body of ideas, buttressed 
by huge amounts of careful scholar-
ship, and offers immense explana-
tory power. For most biologists, 
Theodosius Dobzhansky’s statement1 
that “nothing in biology makes sense 
except in the light of evolution” is lit-
erally true. Though most biologists do 
not study evolution directly, they work 
within a framework of ideas that sup-
poses all living organisms are united 
by common descent; because they 
assume common descent to be true, 
they work as if it were so. However, 
a minority of biologists, ourselves 
included, perceive some major gaps in 
the evolutionary paradigm, which in 
our view call into question its ability 
to explain the full diversity of life. 

Evolution depicts the diverse 
assemblage of living things via an 
“evolutionary tree” (figure 1), which 
postulates that all species are united 
by a branching pattern of descent 
from a common ancestor. This ances-
tor, thought to have formed spontane-
ously from nonliving materials, forms 
the root of the tree. Various lines of 
its descendants form the different 
branches, all the way out to the twigs 
(not shown) that represent species – 
living or fossil. Each major evolution-
ary change or innovation is represent-
ed by a new branch on the tree. The 

whole tree is held together by its roots 
and major branching points. Those 
points will be the focus of this essay. 

The root of the tree 
A whole set of significant gaps in 

explanatory power can be found at 
the tree’s base – in a biogenesis, or 
the forming of life from nonliving 
materials. The first postulated step 
in a biogenesis is the production of 
simple organic molecules (for example, 
amino acids) from inorganic materials. 
Although these molecules have been 
synthesized, the conditions required 
are not plausible on an early earth. 
The next step is polymerization – the 
linking of the small molecules togeth-
er. While a few natural conditions 
allowing polymerization have been 
found, none help form the precise, 
complicated sequences characteristic 
of molecules in living cells. The gap 

between what random polymerization 
processes can be shown to produce 
and the simplest living cell is enor-
mous. 

Another feature characterizing liv-
ing things is the ability to reproduce 
detailed copies of themselves, which 
in turn are also able to reproduce. 
This highly-complex process involves 
a whole suite of different molecules, 
all interacting with one another in a 
precisely-directed way. However, the 
entire complicated system of molecules 
is required in order for the cell to 
be able to copy itself. If any part of 
the chain of interacting molecules is 
missing, the entire process fails, and 
the cell cannot function or reproduce 
itself. This fact has long been recog-
nized as a formidable challenge for 
the evolutionary theory of the origin 
of life.2

Looking beyond the molecules 

Figure 1. An evolutionary tree. The 
branches represent higher taxa such 
as phyla.

Figure 2. Evolutionary tree with 
hypothetical last common ancestors 
removed.
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occur with species changing gradually 
over time. This is analogous to varia-
tions along the branches of the evolu-
tionary tree. 

The models quickly encounter huge 
and growing probability problems 
when attempting to explain how ran-
dom changes could have produced 
large amounts of the new, specific, 
and complex information needed 
for originating life or producing an 
inherently new and different kind of 
creature.4

 

 However, this is precisely 
what would be needed to produce a 
new branch on the tree. Attempts at 
an explanation have been made, such 
as exaptation (using existing parts 
for a new and different purpose than 
their original function).5 However, 
these explanations do not reveal how 
the original function developed in the 
first place, or what directs the parts 
to come together in a new way to per-
form some other function. No doubt 
much more research will be done on 
this question in the future. 

Another hurdle for explaining the 
diversity of life via the evolution-
ary model is based on the structure 
of chromosomes. Chromosomes are 
composed of DNA, a very long, lin-
ear molecule. Genes, which contain 
the information necessary for cell 
function, are sequences lined up like 
sentences along the DNA strands. 
Occasionally, a gene is accidentally 
duplicated, producing an extra copy. 
The mutation/selection model of 
evolution posits that random small 
changes (mutations) in the DNA of 
the extra gene copy slowly accumulate. 
If these differences provide a benefit, 
they will be favored by natural selec-
tion. Over time, the model suggests 
that these small changes can produce 
a gene that performs a new function 
radically different from the original 
one. 

One problem with this model stems 
from the fact that most mutations 
either have little effect or are in fact 
harmful. These harmful or slightly 
harmful mutations are likely to be 

much more common than any rare, 
beneficial mutation. Some evolution-
ists have presented mathematical 
models purporting to show how ben-
eficial mutations can accrue by selec-
tion and eventually form new genes. 
Yet these models rarely account for 
the fact that each beneficial mutation 
will be linked to a large number of 
harmful or meaningless mutations, 
since they are all part of the same 
long chain of DNA. Given accepted 
estimates of ratios of beneficial to 
harmful mutations, models that take 
this into account suggest that the rare 
beneficial mutations will be swamped 
by the cumulative effect of the many 
harmful mutations linked to them on 
the DNA.6

 

These harmful mutations may be in 
the same gene or in more distant genes 
that are nevertheless linked by being 
on the same chromosome, all of which 
is usually inherited as a unit. In other 
words, it is difficult to take many 
steps forward while you are strongly 
tied to many other individuals that are 
taking steps backward. It is true that 
this linkage is not absolute – genes 
do have ways of swapping positions 
and rearranging on the chromosome. 
Nevertheless, the principle of nega-
tive mutations outnumbering positive 
ones should be true regardless of what 
portion of the chromosome a gene is 
in. At the very least, this gene linkage 
greatly complicates the already formi-
dable barrier to producing genes for 
new, functional molecules by purely 
random mutation and natural selec-
tion. This linkage issue would be a 
problem for virtually any new evolu-
tionary feature and would likely apply 
to many small and large branches on 
the evolutionary tree. 

Artificial selection is another line of 
evidence providing insights into the 
problems of producing new branches 
on the evolutionary tree. Darwin used 
the analogy of artificial selection to 
claim that natural selection could 
accomplish even larger-scale changes, 
given enough time. But many scien-

themselves to the organized structure 
of the cell, we see that living things 
are extremely complex, ordered sys-
tems with specific architecture. Many 
cellular components are essentially 
molecular machines, with interact-
ing parts functioning in ways similar 
to human-designed machines.3 Just 
as the structure of an automobile is 
not inherent in the basic properties 
of metal, plastic, and paint, neither is 
the structure of living cells inherent 
in the properties of the molecules of 
which they are made. Instead, cells are 
“built” in specific ways, with the com-
plicated patterns and combinations of 
materials required to carry out their 
functions. 

The cell must constantly work to 
maintain its internal environment 
and keep itself in a functional state. 
The  DNA (an acid containing the 
instructions necessary for the func-
tioning of all living organisms) stores 
detailed information for how this is 
done and how all cell functions are 
carried out. However, such informa-
tion is not inherent in the structure of 
DNA, either. Much as the sentiments 
expressed in a sonnet do not arise 
spontaneously from properties of the 
alphabet, the cell’s information had to 
be put there by some means outside of 
what can be found in the properties of 
DNA itself. The lack of a naturalistic 
source for this information represents 
another important gap in the theory 
of abiogenesis. Thus, the lack of a 
credible explanation for life’s origin 
leaves evolutionary theory with no 
known root for the evolutionary tree 
(see figure 2). 

The major branches of the tree 
We will next explore the attachment 

of major branches to the evolution-
ary tree. While evolutionary models 
attempt to explain how evolutionary 
information can arise incrementally 
by a combination of random mutation 
and natural selection, these models 
work best for rearranging information 
that is already present, such as may 
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tists are skeptical that the small-scale 
changes observed in breeding experi-
ments, or in nature, are sufficient to 
explain the differences among major 
groups of organisms. Can nature 
produce a horse from a fish using the 
same kinds of changes we observe 
from our study of finch beaks or our 
experience in breeding dogs or chick-
ens? Probably not, irrespective of the 
amount of time available.7 The prob-
lem lies in the need for new genetic 
information, not merely an increase 
or decrease in the information that 
already exists. We can see how a single 
ancestral species may produce a vari-
ety of descendant species adapted to 
different environments, but the result-
ing pattern looks more like one small 
tree in a forest of separate trees than a 
single tree (figure 3). 

Fossils and the evolutionary tree 
The fossil record provides another 

way of assessing the problems of 
evolutionary branching. One of the 
most striking features of the fossil 
record is the abrupt appearance of 
most phyla (major types of organ-
isms) in a relatively short stratigraphic 
interval in the Cambrian rock layers. 
This pattern, known as the Cambrian 
Explosion, offers one of the most 
compelling lines of evidence against 
the evolutionary tree. A large number 

of phyla and classes of animals found 
in the Cambrian have no ancestors or 
links to each other. The pattern is well 
summarized by the phrase “disparity 
precedes diversity.”8 In other words, 
the major differences among living 
organisms appear earlier in the fossil 
record than the many varieties with 
minor differences. No fossil evidence 
exists showing a gradual divergence 
over long ages to produce organisms 
with new body plans.9

Systematic gaps are another fea-
ture of the fossil record that does not 
support evolutionary theory.10 The 
shortage of transitional fossils is a 
widely-recognized feature of the fos-
sil record, expressed in the familiar 
phrase “missing link.” Occasionally 
one hears reports of the discovery of 
a previously-missing fossil link, and 
these discoveries are hailed as evidence 
of evolutionary connections between 
different branches of the evolutionary 
tree. However, the most significant 
aspect of the problem is that the links 
are missing in a particular pattern. 

We may compare the fossil record 
of horses and donkeys, for example, 
with that of clams and crabs. Horses 
and donkeys are very similar, and one 
might easily explain a lack of interme-
diates between them. After all, there 
might be only two or three intermedi-
ate species and therefore little chance 

of finding a fossil from such a small 
sample. In contrast, clams and crabs 
are very different. Following evolu-
tionary theory, the number of fossil 
links connecting them to a common 
ancestor should thus number in the 
thousands. One would logically expect 
to find many fossils from such a large 
sample. In fact, the reality is exactly 
the opposite. There are many species 
of fossil horses, some of which may 
be regarded as linking horses and 
donkeys, while there are virtually no 
fossils that are believed to link clams 
and crabs. This is exactly the pattern 
one would expect if different types of 
organisms originated independently 
and varied within limits. Again, the 
pattern is more like a forest of inde-
pendent trees than a single evolution-
ary tree. 

A few examples of evolutionary 
links between higher taxa (or families 
of organisms) have been proposed, 
some of which appear quite convinc-
ing at first glance. When examined 
critically, they are not compelling 
to those with doubts about evolu-
tion. One important problem is the 
sequence in which some of these spe-
cies appear in the fossil record. The 
fish-tetrapod fossils provide a good 
example. Soon after Darwin’s theory 
was published, scientists began look-
ing for potential evolutionary ances-
tors for the terrestrial vertebrates.11

 

Lungfish were the first ancestors pro-
posed, but were deemed too special-
ized. In the 1940s, the fossil fish 

Eusthenopteron was described in 
detail and became the model of a 
tetrapod ancestor. Description of the 
fossil fish Panderichthys in 1980 and 
Tiktaalik12

 in 2006 provided further examples 
of fossils with combinations of traits 
intermediate between fish and tetra-
pods. This fossil sequence has been 
used to argue that tetrapods evolved 
from the lobe-finned fish. More 
recently, however, a fossil tetrapod 
trackway was found in a layer lower 
in the strata than the fossil fish pur-

Figure 3. Insufficient evidence for joining the branches leaves a “forest” of 
separate trees.
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inherent in the structure of life itself 
is compelling evidence that “in the 
beginning, God created” a diversity of 
“kinds.”
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In evolutionary terms, the purported 
descendant came before its ancestor – 
obviously impossible. Thus, it seems 
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in producing this fossil sequence. 

Fossil whales provide another 
example of a proposed evolutionary 
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fossils were part of an evolutionary 
lineage or were separately created, one 
must consult some explanatory theory, 
since the evidence is quite incomplete. 
An evolutionist could accept them as 
the result of evolution, while a cre-
ationist can look for another explana-
tion, such as separately-created kinds, 
or the result of some unknown factor 
such as is illustrated in the tetrapod 
example in the previous paragraph. 

Summary 
In summary, although most scien-

tists would say that evolution is ade-
quate to explain the diversity of life, 
in our view it falls far short of that 
goal for several reasons. These include 
the lack of an information source for 
new forms, linked harmful mutations 
swamping beneficial ones, fossil dis-
parity before diversity, and systematic 
gaps in the fossil record. Collectively, 
these observations show that the evo-
lutionary tree is imaginary, and that 
the pattern of nature is more accurate-
ly illustrated by a “forest” of trees that 
represent independent-created lineag-
es. We believe that evolution cannot 
explain the origin of life, the origin 
of any major new form, or even the 
development of major new structures 
within an existing form. Therefore, it 
cannot explain the broad diversity of 
life we see today. To us, the evidence 
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When I think of revolutionary 
change, I think of young people. It is 
a fact of history and physiology that 
the young are often stirred to action 
and are then more energetic to see the 
moment through. Certainly the faces 
in Egypt, in Iran, in Libya are young. 
The faces that Jesus saw as He looked 
around the table at the Last Supper 
were young. The faces of those who 
came together to form and proclaim 
an Adventist identity were young. 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church 
today is again speaking of revival. I 
am convinced that it must come soon. 
The world is in a revolutionary phase. 
Why not us? After all, the true reli-
gious liberty which is so sorely needed 
is a revolutionary concept.

Lincoln Steed is editor of Liberty 
magazine. E-mail: lincoln.steed@nad.
adventist.org.
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Career in the marketplace:  
Is it appropriate for a Christian?

All settings where productive and 
legitimate service can be provided are 
valued in the Bible so long as each 
endeavor is pursued in a manner that 
honors God.

by Michael E. Cafferky

A generation ago, working for the 
church became synonymous with serv-
ing God through one’s career. Some 
Christians even believed that a career 
in a for-profit business was in contra-
diction with the Bible. Others viewed 
it in full agreement with biblical prin-
ciples. 

How should the Christian view a 
career of service in the commercial sec-
tor? Is working in a for-profit company 
something we should encourage the 
Christian to do? In this article we will 
address these two questions by explor-
ing th e biblical perspective on work 
in the marketplace. We begin with 
Creation. 

Creation and Sabbath
Even though the central theme of 

Scripture is our relationship with God, 
the material side of life has a respect-
able place in the Bible. Work that 
brings enjoyment of God-given mate-
rial blessings is a legitimate pursuit; 
however, the material dimension of life 
cannot be separated from spirituality, 
as shown in God’s work of Creation 
and the Sabbath. 

Creation provides a foundation for 
how to think about wealth, regardless 
of whether we work in the for-profit, 
nonprofit, or government sectors. At 
Creation, God made all the wealth-
building materials. He created human 
beings to be interdependent with each 
other and with the created environ-
ment. He asked humans to both sub-

due the earth and care for the earth as 
loyal servants (Genesis 1:26-28; 2:15). 
The reason: God is the owner of all 
things material and has commissioned 
humans to work on His behalf on this 
earth. How we treat these resources 
and the people who share them is done 
before the One to whom we owe every-
thing. 

God pronounced this material world 
“very good” (Genesis 1:31). God’s 
original plan included humans work-
ing in the material world (Genesis 
2:15). Yet, the greater aim of work, 
as paradoxical as it sounds, was not 
to accumulate economic value earned 
from the production and sale of mate-
rial possessions but rather to enter into 
rest with God. The weekly Sabbath, 
a foreshadowing of God’s covenant of 
grace, is inseparable from the commis-
sion to work. In the Sabbath rest, we 
demonstrate our loyalty to God by rest-
ing from our pursuit of material goods. 
The Sabbath was designed, in part, as 
a barrier to materialism, but sin marred 
the human experience with work and 
with Sabbath. Work became burden-
some toil. Workers needed rest not only 
from the weariness of toil but also from 
the brutal battle for survival. More 
than this, humans need the constant 
Sabbath reminder that that confidence 
in our work should never replace trust 
in God. 

Covenant, shalom, and blessings
In His wisdom, God knew the 

impact of sin. God’s covenant of 
grace – offered immediately after 
sin (Genesis 3:15) and then repeated 
throughout Scripture – is a covenant 
that addresses all dimensions of life: 
spiritual, physical, social, political, 
economic, etc. Under the power of sin, 
the natural human tendency is to turn 
something good into something selfish. 
Just as work became toilsome, so also 
work from the desire to accumulate 
wealth became a source of weariness 
(Proverbs 23:4-5). When God stated 
the covenant to Moses, He reminded 
us of the importance of Sabbath 
(Exodus 20:8). Humans saw the work 
of their own hands and, forgetting the 
import of the Sabbath, began trust-
ing their own power to earn economic 
wealth. 

Giving the power to build wealth is 
described in covenantal terms: “But 
you shall remember the Lord your 
God, for it is He who is giving you 
power to make wealth, that He may 
confirm His covenant which He swore 
to your fathers” (Deuteronomy 8:18). 
The covenant was not just a promise 
of economic prosperity, but it was also 
a promise of a full covenantal relation-
ship with God, with family, with the 
community, and with all nations, based 
on spiritual abundance. The meaning 
of this full, abundant life was captured 
in the concept of “shalom” (peace). 
Under God’s covenant, the whole world 
would be blessed in every dimension of 
shalom, including economic prosperity; 



16 DIALOGUE 23 • 3   2011

however, economic prosperity generated 
apart from a covenantal relationship 
with God is the kind of prosperity 
which takes a person in the opposite 
direction from God’s plan. 

Business principles in the Bible
The Bible is full of counsel on busi-

ness. In Proverbs, Solomon counsels 
specifically that we should watch over 
our wealth-building assets, because our 
economic future is uncertain (Proverbs 
27:24-27). Pruning fruit-bearing plants 
results in higher production (Leviticus 
25:3, 4; John 15:1, 2). In grain farm-
ing, certain factors increase yield 
(Genesis 26:12; Matthew 13:8, 13:23; 
Mark 4:8, 4:20; 2 Corinthians 9:6). 
The clear implication is that higher 
yield is more highly valued than lower 
yield. Therefore, it is unwise to use 
technology that is inefficient or useless. 
Using technology must be done in a 
wise manner so that the full purpose of 
the technology can be achieved, so long 
as doing so honors God (Proverbs 1:17, 
24:27; Ecclesiastes 10:9,10) 

The Bible also speaks disapprov-
ingly about unproductive resources (see 
Deuteronomy 29:23; 2 Kings 2:19; 
Proverbs 26:7; Ezekiel 15:3-5; Luke 
13:6, 7, 14:35; Hebrews 6:8). When 
a resource becomes unproductive, the 
owner of the resource should correct 
the problem by using the resource in 
a better way or, lacking that, get rid of 
the unproductive resource and replace 
it with something that produces. The 
principle of destroying unproductive 
assets and replacing them with produc-
tive assets may be the rationale behind 
Solomon’s wisdom that there is a time 
to plant and a time to uproot that 
which is planted when the asset cannot 
be salvaged and becomes irreversibly 
unproductive (Ecclesiastes 3:2. See also 
Matthew 3:10; Luke 3:9; 13:6, 7). 
These business principles highlight the 
spiritual norm that it is God who owns 
all wealth-building assets; humans are 
coworkers with God in using these 
resources. The land – and by extension 
all that it contains, including technol-

ogy that is used in commerce – is to be 
holy, set aside for service to God. 

Business technology
The Bible mentions hundreds of 

technologies used in business endeav-
ors. Nowhere does the Bible criticize 
these technologies or the pursuits they 
represent. God is interested in business 
technology. In Bible times, the tech-
nology crucial to earning a profit was 
the technology of a trader who bought 
and sold goods. This was the system of 
weights and measures used to calculate 
the price of buying and selling. Those 
who engage in business are to consider 
their business technology and currency 
used in trade as belonging to God, 
not merely because He is the owner 
of all things material (1 Chronicles 
29:11; Psalm 50:10; 104:24; Proverbs 
16:11; Haggai 2:8), but also because 
the business transactions in the mar-
ket that involve the use of His assets 
for the good of His creatures must be 
carried out in a way that honors Him 
and watches out for the interests of 
His community (Leviticus 19:35, 36; 
Deuteronomy 25:13-15; Proverbs 11:1; 
20:10, 23; Ezekiel 45:10-12; Hosea 
12:7; Micah 6:11). Thus, any work 
that humans do with technology to 
advance their economic welfare is a 
work for and with God. As humans 
devise inventions that are useful for 
promoting justice, they are also advanc-
ing God’s work on earth. By the same 
token, it is an abomination to wrong 
others under the charade of using tech-
nology. 

Jesus and the market
Jesus criticized the rich, money-

loving Pharisees for their greed and 
unethical practices that made them 
wealthy, but not for their wealth per se. 
He accepted dinner invitations from 
the rich and received resources pro-
vided by others (Matthew 23:25; Luke 
11:39; 16:14.) Still, He warned others 
to be on guard against all kinds of 
greed (Luke 12:13-15). He counseled a 
wealthy manager to sell all that he pos-

sessed and give to the poor, but He did 
not make this a general principle that 
everyone should follow (Luke 18:18-
30). For example, when Zaccheus, the 
wealthy chief tax collector, accepted 
Jesus, he gave half of his goods to the 
poor. Jesus did not command him to 
give away the rest (Luke 19:1-10). 

Jesus helped His disciples in their 
trade (John 21: 6-11). He used wealth, 
wealth-building resources, and wealth-
building work as illustrations of great 
spiritual truths. He never questioned 
the right to own property. Many of His 
healing miracles resulted in helping the 
sick and the disabled to become well, 
not only in body and spirit but also in 
their ability to provide for themselves 
economically. An important tension 
exists here. Prosperity is born through 
diligence and the wisdom that comes 
from God through our experience and 
the experience of trusted, God-fearing 
members of the community to whom 
we should listen (Deuteronomy 8:10-
20; 1 Chronicles 29:12; 2 Chronicles 
1:11,12; Proverbs 3:13-20). The prob-
lem is that when prosperity is obtained, 
people can easily begin to trust in their 
wealth, ungratefully taking themselves 
away from God who has provided 
the ability and resources to build that 
wealth with the resources He created 
(Proverbs 11:28).

Occupations in the Bible
The Bible describes hundreds of 

occupations related to all three sectors 
of the economy: for-profit, nonprofit, 
and government. The Bible considers 
all these pursuits legitimate. The assets 
by which a person could build wealth 
in biblical times included land, precious 
metals, jewels, animals, equipment, and 
the harvest that was dependent on the 
sun and the rain. Trade was expected 
and even encouraged. Employment 
of workers was expected to increase 
production (Deuteronomy 24:14, 15; 
Mark 1:20; Matthew 20:14, 15). Not 
all humans intend to bring God honor 
from their wealth-building activities. 
Some acquire wealth with integrity, 
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others with dishonesty. But both the 
righteous and the unrighteous should 
expect to obtain wealth (Psalm 17:4; 
37:16; 49:5, 6; 52:7; 73:3; 73:12; 92:7; 
109:8; 123:4; Matthew 5:44, 45). 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob became 
wealthy as sheep farmers. Jesus Himself 
worked in what must surely have been 
considered a for-profit endeavor in 
the field of construction. Some of His 
disciples worked in the fishing indus-
try. The apostle Paul was no stranger 
to business endeavors. Although all 
the details of his own work are not 
provided in the Bible, he appears to 
have operated a tent-making trade. He 
warned that the love of money is the 
root of evil (1 Timothy 6:9, 10). While 
some traders took advantage of others 
through dishonest practices, people like 
Lydia are mentioned in positive regard 
because of their association with the 
ministry of the growing church. 

Service in the marketplace
Biblical service to others is a response 

to God’s gifts placed as a divine loan 
during the limited days of our life and 
not as a means of obtaining God’s 
favor. Peter admonished the early 
Christians to use their spiritual gifts to 
serve one another in a way that dem-
onstrated stewardship of God’s grace. 
The reason is that in all we do, regard-
less of the economic sector in which 
we work, we bring glory and joy to 
God (1 Peter 4:8-11). Paul would prob-
ably agree with Peter when he likewise 
counseled believers to work heartily as 
for and in the name of Jesus who is the 
Lord and not merely for human beings 
(Colossians 3:17-23). 

Productivity and profit
The Scripture assumes that humans 

will attempt to be as productive as 
possible. Humans are expected to be 
useful, and when they are not they are 
considered to be destructive (Proverbs 
18:9; Titus 3:14). Diligent, honest 
work produces honest gain, though 
such gain is not automatic. Some 
who are diligent may lack economic 

plenty. In the Bible, both economic 
gain and economic loss are seen as gifts 
from God. However, humans do not 
go to all the work of planting seeds 
and tending crops without expecting 
that they will get something good in 
return, something more than what they 
put into the processes (Deuteronomy 
20:6; Proverbs 27:18; 1 Corinthians 
9:7). Thus, one measure of usefulness 
is the idea of comparing the value of 
what one owns before diligent work 
with the value after work – the idea 
of gain or profit (Proverbs 3:13, 14; 
15:27; Ecclesiastes 3:9; Jeremiah 6:13; 
12:13). Profit is one indicator that the 
business decision-makers are serving as 
good stewards of resources entrusted by 
and sometimes shared with society. So 
while not “loving” profits, the faithful 
business professional listens to what 
profits say about business operations. 

While the idea of achieving gain 
is not criticized per se in the Bible, 
achieving gain unjustly or dishonestly 
comes under judgment. Bible prophets 
speak vigorously against the evil busi-
ness practices where the rich were tak-
ing advantage of the poor. The Bible 
also condemns achieving prosperity 
by immoral and unjust actions. In this 
regard, the Bible’s criticisms of lead-
ers building their wealth unjustly are 
lodged against political and religious 
leaders just as much as against those 
whose primary work is in commerce. 
Apparently greed, fraud, and corrup-
tion are sins that beset those who work 
in nonprofit and government organiza-
tions and not just in commercial firms 
(Isaiah 1:23; Jeremiah 8:10; 22:17; 
Ezekiel 22:27, 28; Amos 5:11; Micah 
3:11).

Conclusion
How should the Christian view a 

career of service in the commercial sec-
tor of the market? In short, a career in 
the for-profit sector is a career working 
for God while working to benefit oth-
ers as good stewards of God’s grace. 
Career life in the for-profit world must 
be balanced by a life of the Sabbath, 

whereby we continually hold high the 
economic constraints of  the Sabbath in 
honor of the God who owns all that we 
work with. 

Is working for a for-profit firm 
something that we should encourage 
the Christian to do? Absolutely! We 
have responsibilities to be good stew-
ards of community resources. Honest 
gain earned from hard work, manag-
ing development, and exchange  of 
community resources should not be 
denigrated, but instead appreciated. 
Dishonest gain achieved from taking 
advantage of others must be avoided at 
all costs. Further, working in a legiti-
mate occupation in the for-profit set-
ting is an opportunity for the Christian 
to carry an influence for good, not 
only in terms of supporting productive 
work but also in terms of transforming 
the world of work, where necessary, by 
encouraging others to pursue periodic 
rest from the unrelenting compulsion 
to generate economic gain. This is one 
way that those in business can carry 
the Sabbath-rest with them Monday 
through Friday. Life, even work life, is 
greater than the material abundance 
which can be generated “for not even 
when one has an abundance does his 
life consist of his possessions” (Luke 
12:15). All settings where productive 
and legitimate service can be provided 
are valued in the Bible, so long as each 
endeavor is pursued in a manner that 
honors God. 
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PROFILE

Norma Nashed

Dialogue with the president and founder 
of Restore a Child
Interview by Shelley Nolan Freesland

Unfortunately, she became blind a few 
years later.

Norma’s mother had become 
an Adventist years earlier, and an 
Adventist missionary family took 
Norma into their home for six years 
while she attended school. After com-
pleting two years of college, she found 
a job so that could help her mother 
and siblings. Actually, the job turned 
out to be of some status, although that 
wasn’t important to her. She worked 
for a man who founded Jordanian 
Airlines and became its president and 
chairman. He was also an advisor to 
the late King Hussein. The king occa-
sionally passed through the airline’s 
office with his bodyguards, and Norma 
could hardly believe that she was in 
such close proximity to the king. She, a 
simple orphan girl! Since then, Norma’s 
life and ministry have been devoted to 
the less privileged in society.

Over the years, her service touched 
the lives of young people both within 
the church and outside. Eventually, her 
interest in children, especially orphans, 
led her to establish Restore a Child. 
Based in Maryland, U.S.A., Restore a 
Child’s mission is to provide basic care 
to children: food, water, medical care, 
education, and in some cases shelter. 
It began informally with educational 
support for students in Jordan and 
now serves children in 13 countries: 

Bolivia, Chad, Congo, Ethiopia, Haiti, 
Indonesia, Jordan, Kenya, Rwanda, 
Tanzania, the United States, Zambia, 
and Zimbabwe.

n Let’s begin with your first job. How 
did you land such a plum job?

Yes, it was a plum position all 
right. But I never expected to get 
that job. When I interviewed for the 
post, I had two hurdles. Jordan is a 
Muslim country, and as a Christian 
I did not expect to get the appoint-
ment. Then there was the Sabbath. 
I told the interviewing manager that 
I could not attend work from Friday 
afternoon to Sabbath sunset, and that 
time was necessary for me to keep the 
Sabbath. But to my surprise, I was 
selected. When the manager was asked 
later how he could manage without an 
assistant on Saturdays, he replied, “To 
get someone like Norma, I can go one 
day without help.”

n But then your life took a turn, and 
you began working for the church.

To meet Norma Nashed is to enter 
the eye of a hurricane. As the founder 
of the nonprofit organization Restore 
a Child, Nashed has an all-consuming 
passion for serving orphans around 
the world, and she’s not shy about 
enticing others to join her cause. Our 
initial introduction is barely completed 
before the rapid-fire questions begin: 
“Are you married? Yes? Do you have 
children? No? Good! Then you should 
have free time to volunteer with us.”

Such audacity goes a long way 
toward explaining how Nashed has 
managed to coordinate Restore a 
Child’s outreach to thousands of chil-
dren virtually single-handedly for the 
past 13 years. This is a woman whose 
own life has dramatically changed 
course and faced daunting challenges 
numerous times, yet she has stead-
fastly maintained an unshakeable faith 
in God and His leading.

Norma was born in Palestine, but 
her family soon moved to Jordan, 
where her father found a job. Their 
resources were very limited, and nine 
family members lived in one room. 
A few years later, her father died of 
cancer, leaving her mother penniless, 
at age 37, with seven children. To earn 
some money, Norma’s mother bor-
rowed a neighbor’s sewing machine 
at night – the only time it was avail-
able – and took on sewing jobs. 
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My foster parents – especially my 
dad – and my mother are my greatest 
inspiration. Even though my mother 
was a widow and poor, she always 
shared what little she had with the 
poor and the needy. Even if she had 
just a loaf of bread to feed her fam-
ily, she would readily share that with 
someone who knocked on her doors. 
My mother was a woman of faith. She 
always told me, “Norma, leave your 
job and work for God, and He will 
take care of you.”

I heeded my mother’s counsel and 
started working for the church. For 
several years, I worked in various posi-
tions at Home Study International 
[in the U.S.]. When I was the student 
accounts manager, I developed the 
belief that children should not be pun-
ished because of poverty. We weren’t 
able to release students’ grades until 
their accounts were paid, which of 
course limited their ability to continue 
their studies.

I transferred to the General 
Conference youth department, where 
I was also able to work on behalf of 
young people. Then I got cancer, and 
that was a turning point.

n How did that become a turning point?
Quite simply, I felt God calling me 

to a new direction in my life. I quit 
my job and started a ministry for chil-
dren.

n Just like that?
I was living in an apartment in 

Takoma Park, Maryland. It was not 
a poor area, yet in those apartments 
were children who would ask me for 
food when they saw me coming home 
with grocery bags. I could not believe 
it! I started buying a bit extra to share 
with them. Their mothers were suspi-
cious of me, so at first I couldn’t go to 
their homes. When I was able to visit, 
I saw that inside their apartments they 
had no furniture, just carpet, and very 
little food.

I went to grocery stores and talked 
to the managers. They would give me 

store credit to buy a supply of food, 
which I would then distribute. I was 
also allowed to collect donated food 
items in a cart displayed with a sign in 
the store. I did this for more than six 
years. It was a lot of food, so I had to 
store it at different people’s homes.

n How did your international work for 
children start?

When I had cancer, I went on a 
visit back to Jordan. There I visited an 
Adventist school I had attended. The 
school was about to send two children 
home because their parents were poor 
and couldn’t pay the fees. I saw how 
humiliating it was for the children, 
so I asked how much they needed. It 
was $500 each, which I was able to 
arrange. 

On my way home, I knew that if 
these children were being treated like 
this, there must be many more like 
them out there. I strongly believe that 
we must make sure that kids get a 
good education. It’s the key to their 
future: to get good jobs, to improve 
their lives, as well as the lives of 
their families and the whole commu-
nity. Girls in particular are not given 
opportunities in developing countries. 
They are going to be the mothers of 
the future; if we train and equip them 
with a good education, the impact will 
be seen in their children.

n So how does a person go about starting 
up a charitable organization?

I reached out first to people I knew 
and could trust with funds. I had 
lived in Egypt and had friends there, 
so I helped send children to Nile 
Union Academy in Cairo. One of my 
brothers was a diplomat stationed in 
Pakistan, and through him I started 
helping students at an Adventist 
school in Karachi. From there I made 
contacts in India, then Thailand 
(helping Burmese students from a ref-
ugee camp), and it just grew all over, 
including Africa. 

Now we are working in 13 coun-
tries, helping around 3,000 children, 

generally between the ages of 4 and 
10. I haven’t counted everyone we have 
helped over the years, but it would be 
a large number. Last year alone, we 
fed 5,000 kids. We are funding whole 
schools in Haiti and Ethiopia, paying 
for teachers, uniforms, and books. In 
Indonesia, we started helping children 
seven years ago; in the last three years, 
143 of “our” youth there have been 
baptized. Our aim is to care not only 
for the physical needs of children, but 
also for their spiritual needs.

n Where do you find the strength to do 
this enormous work?

When I had cancer and was going 
for treatment, everyone around me 
asked, “How are you so happy?” A 
year before, I had recommitted my life 
to God, and He had given me peace 
in my life. Cancer turned out to be 
a blessing, because it drove me closer 
to God and put my trust in Him. I 
didn’t question God or cry – not once. 
I knew that if He were with me, what-
ever He brought my way would be 
because He had a plan. What it was, I 
had no idea. Now I know: it was this 
ministry. I focused on these children, 
not on myself, and God gave me the 
strength.

The peace and joy I have is inside. I 
can’t express it. You’ve just got to have 
that relationship with God to experi-
ence it. I truly believe that “all things 
work together for good.”

When I came back from my visit 
to Jordan, I knew I should start this 
ministry, and I did – immediately. 
The first three years, I used my own 
savings, and then as it grew, my fam-
ily helped me. I started talking to my 
friends, and then began fundraising 
officially.

I first worked on providing educa-
tion, but many orphans are also home-
less, especially girls, so we began to 
build orphanages. Every two seconds, 
a child is orphaned. At any time there 
are 145 million orphans across the 
globe. They are in desperate need of 
love, care, education, and dignity. 
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n How do you view your ministry as 
being different?

God has endowed us with various 
gifts, but when it comes to the poor 
it’s not an option, it’s a command-
ment. In Deuteronomy 15, God says, 
“thou shalt” lend the poor sufficient 
for their needs. If you want pure reli-
gion, look at James 1:27, which states 
that pure and undefiled religion is 
caring for the orphans and widows. 
You may tell a child, “Jesus loves you,” 
but that statement means nothing to a 
hungry and homeless child. Through 
our humanitarian work, children can 
see that Jesus cares for them. When 
Jesus was on earth, He was always 
mingling with the poor and the sick, 
the hungry and the lame.

n Have you ever wavered in your com-
mitment to your mission?

There were times when I almost felt 
like quitting. But when I was at my 
lowest ebb, God would send somebody 
– either a donor, or somebody to help 
with the work. Three years ago, we were 
building an orphanage in Ethiopia. I 
got an e-mail from a television station 
in Maryland saying, “Your apartment 
building is on fire. We Googled your 
address and found you through your 
charity. We want to interview you. If 
you go to our website, you will see your 
home in flames.” It was true. I lost nine 

years of documents, my ministry was 
gone … that time I cried. I felt, “I love 
God, I’m doing His work, why would 
He allow this?”

But I stayed in Ethiopia. I had a 
mission, work, things to do. When I 
returned, three TV networks were at 
the airport to meet me. Because of that 
fire, a Jewish doctor from Washington, 
D.C., saw me on the news. I was an 
Arab woman, but that didn’t prevent 
him from reaching out to me. Eventually 
he gave our ministry $200,000 and said 
he was committed for life. God doesn’t 
waste tragedies; something good always 
comes out of them.

n What have you learned about how 
God works?

When God calls a person to serve 
Him, He will always provide the 
skills, the opportunities, the resources. 
He did that for me, and even though 
I am human and do get discouraged, 
the truth about God is that He will 
always provide, in His time. At one 
time we had less than $2,000 in the 
bank, but some people who read an 
article about my work were impressed 
to help our ministry, and they sent in 
$150,000. Other people heard about 
that gift and sent sizable donations 
too.

I’m not ashamed of the gospel of 
Christ, and people respect that. I 

always say I’m an Adventist. I’m proud 
to be a Seventh-day Adventist.God has 
given each person three T’s: time, tal-
ents, and treasure. What we do with 
these gifts sets us apart from other 
people. Do you use them on yourself 
or share them? 

n Can you share the story of one partic-
ular child who has been helped through 
your ministry?

Seven years ago, in Tanzania, we 
took a boy literally from the street. 
Samuel Atupele was age 12; he had no 
shoes, no money, no schoolbooks, and 
no home. We sent him to an Adventist 
boarding school. I met him last year 
when I visited Tanzania, and he’s an 
amazing gentleman. I asked what he 
would like to do when he finishes 
high school, and he said he wants to 
be a pastor. Imagine if we had left 
him on the street. What would have 
become of him? He could easily have 
turned to crime or drugs, but instead 
he wants to be a pastor and help the 
children in his country.

These children are going to be the 
future leaders of our church! Giving 
them a chance to become good citi-
zens is not just a good investment for 
them, but also for us. We are all 
connected, not isolated. If you give 
orphans a chance, they can become 
leaders and do great things. All 
children need a hero, somebody to 
care for them, to show them respect 
and restore their dignity. That’s our 
responsibility.

Shelley Nolan Freesland (M.S.M., 
Johns Hopkins University) is com-
munication director for Adventist 
World Radio. E-mail: nolans@
gc.adventist.org. 

Norma Nashed can be contacted 
at president@restoreachild.org or 
www.restoreachild.org.
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PROFILE

Dennis Dean Tidwell

Dialogue with an Adventist U.S. Foreign 
Service Officer
Interview by Charles H. Tidwell, Jr.

Dennis Dean Tidwell is currently 
working with the U.S. Department of 
State in Kabul, Afghanistan, where he 
assists in the coordination of interna-
tional development assistance. 

Tidwell began his career with the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church in 
Thailand, and for nearly 20 years 
worked primarily with the Karen eth-
nic minority group. In 1989, he joined 
the Adventist Development and Relief 
Agency (ADRA) and helped establish 
ADRA as a nationally-recognized 
development agency in Cambodia, 
Laos, and Vietnam. In 1992, he moved 
to Hanoi, Vietnam, as the director 
of ADRA Vietnam. Next, he was the 
country director for ADRA India for 
six years and helped obtain govern-
mental recognition for the aid agency. 

After a short interlude as regional 
program manager for Habitat for 
Humanity’s Asia regional office, 
Tidwell joined the U.S. Department 
of State in 2004. Before moving to 
Kabul in January 2012, he served as 
a foreign service officer in Rangoon, 
Myanmar (political officer); Mumbai, 
India (consular officer); and Chiang 
Mai, Thailand (political/consular offi-
cer).

Born into a missionary family, 
Tidwell grew up in India and complet-
ed high school at Vincent Hill School 

in Mussoorie, India. He earned a 
bachelor’s degree in theology at 
Andrews University, a master’s from 
Indiana University in Teaching English 
to Speakers of Other Languages 
(TESOL), and a master’s in public 
health from Mahidol University in 
Bangkok, Thailand. His parents were 
both educators and served their 
entire life in the mission field – India, 
Sri Lanka, and Hong Kong. He speaks 
Thai, Karen, Hindi/Urdu, and Lao. He 
is married to Lila Goertzen, also a 
missionary child. They met at Vincent 
Hill School, and thus Adventist educa-
tion has had a lot to do with the life, 
mission, and service of the Tidwell 
family. They have two sons, who also 
work for the U.S. Department of 
State.

n What prompted you to devote a major 
portion of your life to humanitarian 
work? And then, what prompted you to 
switch to the U.S. State Department?

Having grown up in India, I always 
saw myself living and working in an 
international environment. I origi-
nally went to Thailand to supervise 
hill tribe pastors, but after seeing the 
poverty and manifold physical needs 
of the hill tribe people, I became 
more involved in community develop-
ment work. It was a logical step to 

join ADRA shortly after it was estab-
lished.

When I was in college, I always 
thought I would take the Foreign 
Service exam after I graduated, but I 
was invited to work in Thailand and 
forgot about the State Department. 
When we were living in Hanoi, my 
sons hung out with the children of a 
U.S. diplomat who had come to lay 
the groundwork for re-establishing 
official relations between the United 
States and Vietnam. I recalled my ear-
lier interest in the State Department 
and decided to apply at the earliest 
opportunity.

n You have essentially been a career 
expatriate. What have been the challeng-
es in working outside your home country 
for almost your entire life?

It actually seemed quite normal 
to work outside my home country, 
because I left the United States when 
I was quite young to follow my par-
ents to India. It seemed like living 
and working in the United States was 
the greater challenge. Being separated 
from family has been a disadvantage 
while working overseas, plus I some-
times feel like a stranger to my own 
culture. 

n What do you see is the role of an 
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programs. This included establish-
ing a unique “cow bank” project in 
rural Vietnam to increase farmers’ 
income, and responding to vari-
ous disasters in Vietnam and India, 
including typhoons, cyclones, floods, 
and earthquakes. It was rewarding 
to lay groundwork for Habitat for 
Humanity to establish offices in Laos 
and Myanmar.

As a diplomat, the rewards have 
been highlighting human-rights viola-
tions in Myanmar, keeping America’s 
borders safe through careful adjudica-
tion of visas for non-immigrant visi-
tors, and detecting and investigating 
visa fraud. In particular, there has 
been a strong sense of satisfaction in 
working with ethnic minorities from 
Myanmar to help them achieve unity 
and to negotiate with the Myanmar 
government for peace. 

n What are the challenges you face as an 
Adventist Christian in working in non-
church organizations?

There is nothing that can’t be over-
come. Sometimes colleagues tend to 
leave you out because they know you 
don’t drink alcohol. Occasionally, 
you are called on to escort a visitor 
on Sabbath. In such cases, you have 
to plan unique activities that you feel 
comfortable doing or request col-
leagues to help you out. Contrary to 

what some think, you do not have to 
drink alcohol to be a successful diplo-
mat. People in the State Department 
are very tolerant and generally respect 
other people’s different religious 
beliefs.

At the request of Dialogue, Charles 
H. Tidwell, Jr. – elder brother of 
Dennis – conducted this interview. 
E-mail: tidwell@andrews.edu. 

Charles H. Tidwell, Jr. (Ph.D. 
University of Calgary, Alberta, 
Canada) recently retired as dean 
of affiliation and extension pro-
grams at Andrews University. He 
worked for more than 43 years as 
a teacher and administrator in the 
Seventh-day Adventist education 
system in the U.S., Canada, and 
Hong Kong. 

Adventist Christian in the State 
Department?

I think it is important to be a 
witness to my beliefs. For example, 
all my colleagues in the State 
Department know that I do not drink 
alcohol, and I try to follow a vegetar-
ian lifestyle. Recently, they had a 
farewell for me at the U.S. Consulate 
in Chiang Mai, and they served a veg-
etarian menu with “Shirley Temple” 
drinks. They were paying honor to 
my beliefs and lifestyle. 

I view my job as a “tent maker,” 
and while it is not permitted to 
conduct religious activities on gov-
ernment property, I have been able 
to support and encourage the local 
Adventist churches wherever we have 
served. I have also been involved in 
writing the State Department’s annual 
religious freedom report and felt that 
with my Adventist perspective I was 
better able to understand religious 
freedom issues in different countries. 
I was also more aware than the aver-
age foreign service officer of religious 
freedom issues and had opportunities 
to reach out to religious leaders in 
each country where I served. Twice I 
organized iftar dinners – the evening 
meal at the end of each day of fasting 
during Ramadan – for local Muslim 
leaders to demonstrate our respect for 
their beliefs. 

n What are the most significant rewards 
of your career – as pastor, NGO employ-
ee (ADRA, Habitat for Humanity), and 
diplomat?

As a pastor, I found it rewarding to 
help church members spiritually and 
physically, train village health workers 
to serve in areas where there was very 
little or no health infrastructure, and 
help organize companies and churches 
among Karen communities along the 
Thai-Myanmar border as well as hire 
pastors to shepherd them. 

As an NGO employee, I found 
it exciting to establish ADRA in 
Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam and 
grow ADRA into vibrant country 
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BOOKS
superstitions that they assumed would die away as converts 
became well grounded in Christianity. This grounding did 
not happen, but instead the influence of the false systems 
led away many believers into a dangerous mix. Another 
cause that gave rise to this false religious phenomenon, 
according to Vida Mensah (p.146), is the doctrine of 
immortality. Since most of the “mainline churches believed 
in the immortality of the soul, it was easy for Africans to 
make a connection with the concept of ancestors,” which 
is part of the whole issue of spiritualism. Donkor (p. 4) 
points out that contemporary independent churches, 
mainly Baptist, have taken advantage of the non-biblical 
doctrine of the soul’s immortality to introduce elements 
of traditional and cultural beliefs into Christianity, to the 
detriment of its biblical core. Chapter 12, by Sampson 
Nwaomah, discusses the subject of anointing with oil and 
other contemporary practices that are predominant in two 
charismatic churches. Nwaomah points to three main types 
of anointing common in African churches: anointing for 
sickness, for breakthroughs, and for material possessions. 
Nwaomah correctly points out that while anointing is bib-
lical, the way it is done through a mixture of tradition and 
religion is nothing but a gross perversion of biblical state-
ments that are often quoted in support of anointing.

All contributors to the book emphasize that Africans 
are people with strong community ties and beliefs in 
the immortality of the soul, which in turn leads them to 
believe in spiritualism and ancestor veneration. The book 
warns of two possible extremes – either doubting the exis-
tence of demons, on the one hand, or having total belief 
in them, on the other. The authors argue that demons 
are real beings – the fallen angels that were cast out with 
Satan when he decided to rebel against the authority of 
God. Brempong Owusu Antwi deals with the reality of the 
devil. As Ellen White points out (p. 67), “even the power 
of demons is under the control of our savior.” Appendix 1 
makes an important distinction between being harassed 
and possessed by an evil spirit (in the sense that all humans 
are tempted) and attributing to devil possession  physical 
problems of human neurology and physiology. Where this 
distinction is compromised and given up, the false phe-
nomenon of devil possession takes over.

Donkor’s work is a call to return to the Bible and Christ 
as the way to receive total freedom. The individual has to 
choose not to take sides with the devil. Philemon Amanze 
and Kayode Makinde make a very useful suggestion that 
ministers in training should have courses in African tra-
ditional religion, as well as seminars for those who are 
already in service, to help them in dealing with this issue in 
their ministry. 

The concluding section gives specific guidelines and rec-
ommendations to church members and leaders on various 
spiritualistic manifestations of the devil. Since community 

The Church, Culture  
and Spirits:  
Adventism in Africa
Edited by Kwabena Donkor 
(Hagerstown, Maryland: Review 
and Herald Pub. Assn., 2011. 242 
pages, paperback).

Reviewed by Hudson Kibuuka

Christianity in Africa is going through a crisis that has 
impacted both the theological position and the pastoral-
evangelistic mission of the church. Although Adventist 
theology has attempted to keep its flock within the bibli-
cal framework of faith and belief, it has not been easy to 
keep church members fully aware that while they are in the 
world, they are not of the world – in belief and practice. 
In the absence of such awareness – and attacked by strange 
doctrines emanating from witchcraft, ancient cultural prac-
tices, and spiritistic forces – a new theology combining pre-
Christian and Christian positions is threatening the biblical 
stand on faith and belief. The book under review is part of 
the church’s answer to the problem.

Edited by Kwabena Donkor, an associate director of 
the Biblical Research Institute of the General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists, the book’s aim is to help pas-
tors and teachers to be aware of the dangers of this new 
phenomenon and deal with it as it threatens to mislead 
Adventist believers. The book is not a one-person work: it 
has brought together leading Adventist theologians, Bible 
teachers, ministers, and church administrators from across 
sub-Saharan Africa, as well as two international scholars 
well-informed with the challenges Christianity faces in 
Africa. The essays deal with culture, the world of the spir-
its, the broad deviations from biblical Christianity, strange 
interpretations, and non-biblical worldviews that chal-
lenge the Adventist Church in Africa. The book is a tool 
that could not have come sooner to preserve the truth of 
Adventism and to guard against distractions from a biblical 
worldview. 

This compilation of essays notes that issues of spiritu-
alism, magic, demon possession, and witchcraft are real 
in many communities in Africa and affect many people, 
including those who profess the Christian faith. Early 
mainline Christian missionaries, notes Nathaniel Walemba 
(p.133), relegated these issues to traditional practices and 
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Red Alert:  
hurtling Into Eternity
Herbert E. Douglass (Nampa, Idaho: 
Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 2011. 216 
pages, hardcover).

Reviewed by Gerhard Pfandl

Herbert Douglass is a prolific Adventist author. He has 
written many books – from the simple to the profound 
– and this latest one is neither for the weak nor for the 
fainthearted. So steady your heart, sharpen your mind, and 
enjoy a soul-filling, intellect-challenging feast.

In the first half of the book (Chapters 1-6), Red Alert 
takes us on a whirlwind tour of recent world events. It 
begins with a discussion of the increase in Marian appear-
ances and the rise of Mariology among Protestants and 
Muslims. Chapter 2 chronicles the exponential rise of 
disasters (natural and man-made) earthquakes, floods, hur-
ricanes, volcanoes, famines, diseases, et cetera. The next 
chapter, titled “The World’s Bloodiest Centuries,” reviews 
the wars of the 20th century and highlights the powder kegs 
of religion and race in many of the civil unrests and wars 
in the world. Chapter 4 looks at the reasons behind the 
current financial crisis and the recent street riots in Europe. 
The issue of globalization and the push for a one-world 
government and one world religion is the topic of Chapter 
5. This is followed by a chapter on the astonishing world-
wide appeal of the papacy in recent times. 

The amount of facts and figures that Douglass marshals 
together in these chapters describes a world out of control, 
reeling from the impact of all these events in nature and 
society. This condensed dose of negative “signs” may cause 
readers to have nightmares. Nevertheless, it is a reality 
check that we are truly living at a time when “men’s hearts 
[are] failing them from fear and the expectation of those 
things which are coming on the earth” (Luke 21:26). 

The second half of the book (Chapters 7-12) empha-
sizes the great controversy theme that provides the spiri-
tual rationale for these world events. Red Alert discusses 
the role of Satan in this war between good and evil, as 
well as America’s role in the last-day events according to 
Revelation 13:12-14 and the writings of Ellen White. Two 
chapters are devoted to the tsunami of the new spirituality 
– the emerging church movement which Douglass sees as 
the predicted counterfeit spirituality. The book concludes 
with a discourse on the Second Advent and how Jesus saw 

ties are very strong in Africa, workable suggestions have to 
take this into account, and one of the recommendations is 
for the church to act as a surrogate family. The challenge 
is for this family to have the same kind of “binding” as 
the traditional family normally has on its members. Such 
families would take care of the various celebrations or rites 
of passage of the different stages in life, based on biblical 
principles, for all members of the church.

Healing is a specific problem in which church members 
need guidance: how should we help them distinguish 
between herbalists and mystical healers – the explicable 
and the inexplicable traditional medicine men? The former 
deals with practices that are scientifically and pharmaco-
logically explainable, while the later uses mystical, magical, 
psychical, supernatural, occult, and metaphysical practices. 
Useful herbal knowledge and practice of healing has been 
discredited and ostracized as a result of confusion brought 
about by mystical healers as they try to confuse their cli-
ents, as well as some religious teachers. 

With regard to dealing with devil possession, the Bible 
does say that Jesus gave to the apostles the power to cast 
out demons, and this power is available to the church 
today. But, as the book points out, it is wrong to accept 
witch-hunting and to look for opportunities for exorcism, 
as some contemporary religious organizations appear to do. 
Christ’s commission to the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
is to preach that the gospel is the source of freedom. The 
devil would be happy to have the church concentrate on 
anything other than that which will bring about free-
dom to those who accept Jesus and thus make him (the 
devil) a loser. Ekkehardt Mueller makes clear (p.107) that 
Christians can be victorious only by conquering the dragon 
and the beast by witnessing to God and the Lamb. 

Although the term Africans and Africa are used, most 
of the examples given are from sub-Saharan Africa, which 
probably was the unannounced delimitation of the book. I, 
however, would have learnt much from knowing something 
about the Arab territories of Africa, as well as the immi-
grant citizens in South Africa.

Overall, I recommend the book to all ministers in service 
and training, educators, and church leaders, as well as all 
church members. It provides a lot of light on this subject 
and offers very useful guidelines and recommendations.

Hudson E. Kibuuka (Ed.D., University of South Africa) is 
an associate director of education, General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists.  
E-mail: kibuukah@gc.adventist.org

Continued on page 31
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his Word endures 
forever!

Psalm 119 declares the full sufficiency of 
God’s Word in the life of the believer. 
by Artur Stele

LOGOS

Psalm 119 is the longest chapter in 
the Bible; indeed, there are many bib-
lical books that are much shorter than 
this single psalm. Charles Spurgeon 
once told the story of George Wishart, 
a bishop of Edinburgh in the 17th cen-
tury, who was condemned to death 
along with his patron, the Marquis 
of Montrose. When Wishart was on 
the scaffold, he made use of a custom 
of the times that permitted the con-
demned to choose a psalm to be sung. 
He chose Psalm 119. Before two-thirds 
of the psalm was sung, a pardon 
arrived, and his life was spared.

David Livingstone, pioneer mission-
ary to Africa, won a Bible from his 
Sunday school teacher for repeating 
Psalm 119 by heart when he was only 
nine years old. This actually reminds 
me of my youth. When I was grow-
ing up in the Soviet Union, it was not 
easy to get a Bible. Bibles were not 
published; indeed, they were prohib-
ited. But when believers came together 
for worship, usually in private homes, 
they had Bibles. So, when I was 
around five, I was obsessed with the 
desire to get a Bible of my own. 

I learnt that only church leaders 
could get one. So the next time I saw 
Pastor Kulakov – who was the unof-
ficial leader of the church for many 
years1 –  I asked him if he could help 
me get a Bible. He told me, “You had  

better learn to read first, and as soon 
as you learn to read well, you will 
get your Bible.” So I started to study 
diligently. Occasionally, the leaders of 
the church would meet in our home, 
and Pastor Kulakov would be there to 
chair the meetings. But it was almost 
impossible to get close to him, because 
everyone wanted to talk with him. I 
tried to figure out how I could make 
known to him that I already had 
learned to read well and that was time 
for him to get me a Bible. I noticed 
that occasionally Pastor Kulakov 
would come out of the meetings to 
go to the rest room. I decided: this is 
my chance. So as soon as I saw some 
movement, I stood outside the rest 
room, reading a book – thus sending 
Pastor Kulakov a signal: it’s time to 
give me a Bible.

In those days, the Bible was not 
only spiritual food, but its message 
was also the actual key that opened 
doors of house churches and homes of 
believers. You see, the church had to 
operate underground. Special agen-
cies of the government were trying 
to infiltrate the church. If you as a 
believer visited another town or city, 
you would naturally try to find believ-
ers and worship with them. 

Usually, before traveling, you would 
talk to your pastor, and he would give 
you the addresses of some believers. 

Arriving at the door of a believer, 
you would knock. Then you would 
hear a voice asking, “Who is there?” 
Usually you would say, “I am an 
Adventist; your brother or your sister!” 
Occasionally you would hear some 
more questions, such as: “Who gave 
you my address? What is the memory 
verse for this week? What was the 
morning devotional reading for today? 
Do you know the fourth command-
ment?” But if the owner of the house 
still had some doubts, reciting Psalm 
119 would do it for sure! It was a mas-
ter key.

One of the striking characteristics 
of Psalm 119 is that it is written in 
an acrostic form. The 176 verses of 
the Psalm are arranged in 22 groups 
of eight. All eight verses of the first 
stanza start with the first letter of 
the Hebrew alphabet, “Aleph.” Each 
line of the eight verses of the second 
stanza starts with the second letter of 
the Hebrew alphabet, “Beth,” and so 
on until all 22 letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet have been used.

Why 22 stanzas of eight and not of 
seven? The word “seven” in Hebrew 
comes from a word that means “to 
be full, satisfied, to have enough of.” 
Thus, it would be very appropriate 
to use 22 stanzas of seven!  However, 
the word “eight” in Hebrew comes 
from a word that means “to make 
fat, to super-abound.” Thus, “seven” 
is enough, but “eight” is more than 
enough.  There is superabundance 
beyond completion in the Word of 
God. Here in the Word of God you 
will find every bit of advice and wis-
dom you need in superabundance!

The book of Psalms has both the 
shortest chapter in the Bible (Psalm 
117) and the longest chapter (Psalm 
119).

The shortest chapter invites all 
nations, all people, to praise God, “for 
His loving kindness is great toward us 
and the truth of the Lord is everlast-
ing! (It is constant, it is never chang-
ing).” The longest chapter praises 
God’s Word, His revelation, His law, 



26 DIALOGUE 23 • 3   2011

His guidance, putting special empha-
sis on the fact that His Word endures 
forever.  

The full sufficiency
A remarkable feature of Psalm 

119 is that almost every verse of the 
psalm refers to the Word of God, 
to the Bible. There are a number of 
synonyms for Scripture used in this 
psalm. Some argue for eight, others, 
including the rabbis, see 10 synonyms 
for Scripture. For example: Law – 
Torah, 25 times; Word – Dabar, 24 
times; Sayings, Promise or another 
Hebrew word for Word – Imra’, 
19 times; Rulings or Ordinances, 
23 times; Testimonies, 23 times;  
Commandments, 22 times; Decrees 
or Statutes, 21 times; Precepts or 
Charges, 21 times and so on….

Franz Delitzsch wrote, “Here we 
have set forth in inexhaustible fullness 
what the Word of God is to a man 
and how a man is to behave himself in 
relation to it.”

Psalm 119 declares the full suffi-
ciency of God’s Word in the life of the 
believer who loves and obeys it. Who 
does not remember the words of Psalm 
119, such as, “Your Word I have hid-
den in my heart, that I might not sin 
against You” (verse 11), or “This is my 
comfort in my affliction, that Your 
Word has revived me” (verse 50). 

The psalm speaks of the internal 
delight of God’s Word. It makes a spe-
cial emphasis on the fact that God’s 
Word cleanses the heart, consoles the 
soul, comforts the spirit, conquers all 
fears, counsels, enlightens, empow-
ers the mind, gives understanding, 
encourages the heart, incites zeal, 
enriches the life, brings hope, increases 
faith, supports in persecution, infuses 
peace, shows the way, leads to truth, 
satisfies fully, sustains firmly, gives 
life, protects from destruction, pro-
tects from evildoers, revives, provides 
mercy, and fills with joy!

The most fascinating feature of 
Psalm 119 is the fact that exactly in 
the middle of the psalm, in the heart 

of the psalm, we find the following 
statement in verse 89, which actually 
is the foundation of all that has been 
said so far and will be said in the 
following verses until the end of the 
psalm: “Forever, O Lord, Your Word 
is settled in heaven” (NKJV). “Your 
Word, O Lord, is eternal; it stands 
firm in the heavens. Your faithful-
ness continues throughout all genera-
tions” (verses 89, 90 NIV) “You have 
established the earth, and it stands…” 
(verse 90 ESV). This is the heart of 
the whole Psalm!  This is the real 
foundation of all that has been said in 
the Psalm.

Eternal nature of God’s Word
In this stanza, the focus is on the 

eternal and infinite nature of God’s 
Word.  God’s Word is eternal and 
stands firm in the heavens, forever 
immutable, always new, fresh, and 
relevant.  God’s faithfulness is a syn-
onym for Scripture, meaning God 
is forever committed to keeping His 
promises through all generations, 
including the 21st century. As God 
established the earth by His spoken 
Word and it stood fast, so also it is 
and ever will be with His written 
Word. It also will stand fast and firm 
through all generations.

Note here the reference to heaven, to 
God Himself, and to His Faithfulness. 
It actually means that the One who 
inspired the Word, the One who sends 
us His Word is still alive, and as long 
as He is alive His Word will also be 
alive and ever relevant. This is why 
the psalmist in the same 119 psalm 
cries out, “Open my eyes, that I may 
see” (verse 18). 

Because the One who stands behind 
this Word is alive, we should always 
expect new discoveries as we embark 
on a journey of Bible study. There 
never will be a time when we can 
say we know all that the Bible has to 
say. As we open the Word, our prayer 
should always be: “Open our eyes, 
that we may see.” Since God’s Word is 
eternal in heaven, it can also be clearly 

trusted here on earth! Martin Luther 
once stated: “The Bible is alive, it 
speaks to me; it has feet, it runs after 
me; it has hands, it lays hold of me. 
The Bible is not antique or modern. It 
is eternal.”  

Ellen White wrote: “The Word 
of God is the only fixed, changeless 
thing that the world knows. Like its 
Author in character it is ‘the same 
yesterday, today, and forever.’”2 “Man’s 
word fails, and he who takes the asser-
tions of man as his dependence may 
well tremble, for he will one day be 
as a shipwrecked vessel. But God’s 
Word is infallible and endures forever. 
Christ declares, ‘Verily I say unto you, 
Till heaven and earth pass, one jot or 
one tittle shall in no wise pass from 
the law, till all be fulfilled’ (Matthew 
5:18). God’s Word will endure 
through the ceaseless ages of eternity.”3 

John Charles Ryle, an Anglican 
bishop, once was asked what will hap-
pen since the Bible is under attack by 
the higher critics. He replied, “Give 
me the … theory of biblical inspira-
tion with all its difficulties, rather 
than doubt. I accept the difficulties 
and I humbly wait for their solution. 
But while I wait, I am standing on 
rock.” We have a choice: a solid rock 
or ever-changing human theories and 
philosophies. 

Everything changes in this life. 
Nothing is solid. Kingdoms come and 
go, leaders come and go. I was born in 
a country that does not exist anymore. 
Then later I went to another country 
for my college education.  However, 
this country also does not exist any-
more. The Soviet leaders promised the 
people a nice retirement. The people 
worked hard, believing their leaders. 
However, when the time for retire-
ment came, those who promised were 
gone, and the country that promised 
was gone. Not so the Bible!

The One who speaks through the 
Scriptures, the One who makes prom-
ises in the Bible, is still alive! He is the 
same yesterday, today and tomorrow.  
Only He and His Word are unchange-
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able, immovable, and totally reliable. 
Human theories, as popular as they 
may be, do not last very long: phi-
losophies come and go. There is only 
one solid rock!  The book of Daniel, 
in Chapter 5, describes an interesting 
occasion when Belshazzar the king 
meets with Belteshazzar the prophet. 
Belshazzar the king needs someone to 
interpret the handwriting on a wall. 
He promises Belteshazzar the prophet 
riches and gold, a very high position 
in the kingdom. In fact, the third-
highest position in the country.

See the intrigue of the story: Daniel 
knows that the end of the kingdom 
has come. An army has already sur-
rounded the city. The kingdom is 
almost taken. But Belshazzar the king 
keeps promising: “… Now if you are 
able to read the inscription and make 
its interpretation known to me, you 
will be clothed with purple and wear 
a necklace of gold around your neck, 
and you will have authority as the 
third ruler in the kingdom” (Dan. 
5:16).  

Look at Daniel’s reaction: “Then 
Daniel answered and said before the 
king, ‘Keep your gifts for yourself, or 
give your rewards to someone else; 
however, I will read the inscription to 
the king and make the interpretation 
known to him’”(Dan. 5:17). 

The king promises what he actually 
does not have. How often we face the 
same choice: this world offers us very 
attractive things, and it seems we are 
tempted to follow the idea of the day, 
forgetting that this world has noth-
ing to offer that will last. I will never 
forget the day, when as a soldier in the 
Soviet army, the key military officers 
– after many hours of brainwashing 
and interrogations – invited me in to 
the office of the chief officer of the 
unit and told me, “Don’t be so stupid; 
do not destroy your young life. Just 
forget your God, at least for a while, 
while you are in the military. We will 
make your life wonderful: we will give 
you vacations, a pleasant life, and you 
will have a nice future … but with 

your God you will lose all of that.” I 
ask myself today, where are those who 
made these promises to me? But my 
God is still on the throne!

Enduring promises
The blessings Psalm 119 promises 

are all real today. If you need wisdom, 
understanding, and knowledge today, 
Psalm 119 tells you where it is found: 
“Oh, how I love your law!  I meditate 
on it all day long. Your commands are 
always with me and make me wiser 
than my enemies. I have more insight 
than all my teachers, for I meditate on 
your statutes. I have more understand-
ing than the elders, for I obey your 
precepts” (vs. 97-100, NIV).

If you are lost today and cannot 
find the way, Psalm 119 tells you 
where to get a state-of- the-art GPS: 
“Your word is a lamp for my feet, a 
light on my path” (vs. 105). “Direct 
my footsteps according to your word; 
let no sin rule over me” (vs. 133, 
NIV). 

If you need help or protection today, 
Psalm 119 tells you where to get the 
best insurance policy: “You are my 
refuge and my shield; I have put my 
hope in your word. Away from me, 
you evildoers, that I may keep the 
commands of my God!  Sustain me, 
my God, according to your promise, 
and I will live; do not let my hopes 
be dashed. Uphold me, and I will be 
delivered; I will always have regard for 
your decrees” (vs. 114-117, NIV).

One of my former students, who is 
pastoring now in one of the Caucasus 
countries, told me a recent experience. 
He had started to give Bible studies 
to one young man. The father of this 
young man was in prison for the sec-
ond time; both times he was sentenced 
for murder. When he was finally 
released from prison, he came home 
and noticed a change in the life of his 
son. After finding out that his son was 
attending an Adventist Church, he 
was devastated. For the father, it was 
an unknown sect. So he decided to 
save his son from what he thought was 

a dangerous sect. Talking to his son 
did not help. Then he started to beat 
his son, which did not help either. So 
he thought, “Well, if I continue this 
way I might kill my son. Is it not bet-
ter to kill the pastor who influenced 
my son so strongly?”

So the father decided to kill the 
pastor. He already had enough expe-
rience. He took a knife, which was 
more like a small sword and forced 
the pastor to get into his car. They 
started talking. While they talked, the 
pastor tried to talk about the Word of 
God – which actually is, as the Bible 
tells us, “a double-edged sword.” The 
father tried to get hold of his sword, 
but as soon as he touched it, his hand 
got numb and he could not move it. 
While they continued talking, the 
“double-edged sword” of the Bible 
got hold of the father. Last year the 
father got baptized. After the baptism, 
when the church members congratu-
lated him, he asked for a microphone 
and said, “I have a gift which I would 
like to give to the pastor. This is the 
sword, which I was trying to use 
to kill him. But the other sword, 
the double-edged one, the Word of 
God….”

Dear friends, God’s Word endures 
forever. His sword is powerful enough.

Artur Stele (Ph.D., Andrews 
University) is a vice president of the 
General Conference of Seventh-day 
Adventists and the director of the 
Biblical Research Institute. Before 
joining the General Conference he 
served the church in Russia and 
was the president of the Euro-Asia 
Division for many years. His email: 
stelea@gc.adventist.org.
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Psalm 139:12 has often puzzled me: 
“Indeed, the darkness shall not hide 
from You, But the night shines as the 
day; The darkness and the light are 
both alike to You.”

What is the psalmist saying? Are all 
things alike to God? The rapist and 
a philanthropist? Hitler and Mother 
Theresa? An outrage and a noble deed?

After reading the psalm many times 
in its immediate context and the bibli-
cal macro context, I am certain of one 
thing: God does not look the same 
way at the innocent and the guilty, 
the just and the unjust, but He reveals 
something big, extremely big, that 
every human being should know.

Ignoring darkness
Psalm 139:11 states, “Surely the 

darkness shall fall on me.” There 
seems to be an assumed inevitability 
about darkness falling on us, a defeat 
of a very active system in human self-
preservation, indeed a darkness that 
engulfs us by every possible means. 
We do not want others to peek into 
our inner misery. Thus, we have devel-
oped an odd way of avoiding reality. 
Specifically as regards our own dark-
ness, we avoid seeing, and we fail to 
see that we are avoiding it.

Heinz von Foerster1 tells of a World 
War I soldier, struck in the head by 

a bullet. The soldier had a blind spot 
almost as big as the total field of his 
retina. All of us have a blind spot, usu-
ally a small one that does not affect us 
seriously because our brain reconstructs 
that tiny space through an input of the 
rest of the information collected. The 
soldier’s blind spot was so extended 
that he was not able to see innumer-
able objects, and further, he did not 
know that he was not able to see them. 
Caught in this denial of reality, the sol-
dier was not fully capable of seeing his 
surroundings. He became a victim of 
his blind spots.

For more than a century, scholars 
have attempted to analyze the cause 
and possible cure for these blind sports. 
Some have placed the cause of the phe-
nomenon on individuals themselves; 
others have thought of it as a result of 
social mechanisms that prompt a denial 
of darkness. Darkness is still there, but 
we make every possible effort not to see 
it. Thus, we feel more peaceful, more 
respected, more honorable, and live in a 
state of denial and risk.

When darkness becomes self-
evident

The problem arises when such an 
“honorable” peacefulness goes through 
a period of crisis and becomes self-
evident in moments of darkness. “Am 

I really like that?” “Impossible!” “I 
can’t believe it!” “It is not real,” we say 
to ourselves.

Finally, when we are forced by cir-
cumstances to give in before the evi-
dence, we feel tattered, with our per-
sonal dignity and self-respect hitting 
rock bottom. We keep asking, “How 
long has it been like that?” “I just 
found out, but for how long have my 
family and friends known it?” Often, 
when we are not able to deal with the 
one who denounced our darkness, we 
punish ourselves by saying, “How is it 
possible?”

David states that God knows the 
darknesses we are not able to see, even 
the ones we do not dare to acknowl-
edge. But even then, He does not run 
away from us! “The darkness and the 
light are both alike to You.” His infi-
nite knowledge knows both.

The truth is that some dark corners 
are always dusty. In a house, they are 
usually over the curtain rods, on top 
of the highest pieces of furniture, or 
behind the fridge or the family piano. 
Filth does not bother us as long as we 
do not see it. When I was a student, 
I used to sell books during sum-
mertime. I have been in hundreds of 
homes, and more than once I met a 
housewife who was really intent on 
having her house spotless, at least, 
as far as her field of vision was con-
cerned. But I could see where she 
could not see, because I am taller than 
the average person, and I could spot 
what most people could not see: on 
top of the fridge, a cupboard, or over 
some bookshelves.

This experience has prompted me 
to reflect on the spotless corners of my 
life, and in those that remain filthy. I 
think of those spots we usually check 
and show others in order to feel good, 
and in the ones we do not even speak 
of. We try to take the garbage out and 
far away, so it can go unnoticed. But 
garbage refuses to melt away, and its 
producers and containers are as real as 
ever.

In every context, there is a fairly 

Our darkness  
or his light?

God’s method for dealing  
with the dark corners of our lives
by Marcelo Falconier

VIEWPOINT
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good idea of what is respectable and 
what is not. But it is usually harder 
to accept when others are not around. 
We know those dark spots belong to 
us, and we can hardly endure it. We 
would even like to pay in order to be 
able to forget them, because we have 
stopped believing in the possibility 
of overcoming them. Thus, we usu-
ally turn to any other thing which 
may “do us the favor” of dressing and 
soothing our infected wound.

God vs. my darkness
God sees us this way: He sees the 

best in us, and He also sees the worst. 
He knows everything. He sees it all. 
But He does not get frightened away. 
He is not appalled to realize our dark 
corners and our human tendency to 
hide them. In power struggles, it is 
not uncommon to look for the dark 
corners of one’s adversaries in order to 
make them public or reach a deal or 
even blackmail. Our God is different.

John 3:17 reminds us that “God 
did not send His Son into the world 
to condemn the world.” There was 
no need for it, since it was already 
condemned; it is just like saying that 
He did not come to get dirty corners 
dirty. God sent His son “that the 
world through Him might be saved.”

My own darkness
As I write these lines, I feel unwor-

thy and outraged. I feel unworthy 
because I am forced to face some of 
my darkness; outraged, because it 
should not be that way. I like feeling 
respectable. I hate finding elements in 
me that prove otherwise. Even though 
difficult to notice, the evidence is to 
notice. I feel I am invited to come 
closer to God – without feeling a will-
ingness to drag myself to Him, but 
without arguments not to do it.

God then reminds me of Genesis 
28, which I have read so many times. 
I sympathize with Jacob the trans-
gressor, who is left by himself, openly 
exposed to his filth and darkness. I 
can see how it is within that context 

that God shows the patriarch the open 
skies, and a ladder connecting heaven 
and earth. I feel moved, and I shud-
der. That ladder is always there, but 
it becomes more significant where 
there is darkness around. There are 
many who are willing to build bridges 
and make exchanges in our shining 
moments, but only God knows the 
depth of our misery, and even then He 
is willing to build a bridge of commu-
nication, hope, and restoration. It is a 
divine trait, not a human one.

God leads us to green pastures and 
is beside us in our moments of peace 
and prosperity as well as crisis (Isa. 
43:2). He leads us through the val-
ley of the shadow of death (Ps. 23:4). 
He is not a God who loves darkness, 
but He loves us even in our moments 
of darkness. When He arrives, dark-
ness fades away. He never dazzles or 
acts pushy, as some people like doing 
with their alms. But He has a way of 
improving those dark corners of ours. 
He suggests an alternative path to 
darkness (Eph. 2:10; Tit. 3:3-8).

What is more significant to me is 
that He keeps that attitude. Because I 
have chosen – and keep choosing – I 
walk that way. But often I run again 
into my darkness, and I feel even 
worse because I had decided on some-
thing different. At other times, I feel 
that it is not worth even trying.

God, however, comes again to meet 
me in my darkness. He shows me His 
ladder. He points to Jesus, who won 
the battle on the cross. When I feel 
I am worthy, I am just offering to 
replace my $10 bill with a $20 one, 
to pay a gift worth millions. In fact, I 
am actually offending Him with my 
offer. But then, my anxiety for adding 
up merits fades away, because I now 
own the merits of Jesus (who over-
looks this and all my other trespasses). 
What cannot fade away, but revive, 
is my desire for a better life and co-
operating with God in my restoration, 
having as my ultimate goal complete 
regeneration, when all things will be 
re-created and the tares that encircle 

me will be destroyed forever.

God before other alternatives to 
darkness

One day I was chatting with a 
friend about cars, and he mentioned 
that he had read somewhere that close 
to 90 percent of off-road trucks never 
actually hit an off-road. Many of them 
are just vehicles used to provide their 
owners with some kind of social sta-
tus, and most of them are just driven 
from home to school, the food store, 
the gym, or the mall. That is the 
reason why some car brands provide 
the market with new models that are 
similar to the previous off-road trucks, 
but which lack the expensive 4x4 trac-
tion system.

Religion can end up being like one 
of these off-road trucks: it looks inter-
esting, it makes us feel great … but 
it never leaves the main road. Again, 
using the same metaphor, we can say 
that the biblical off-road truck per-
forms very well on the highway, but it 
also keeps going on other roads where 
most cars do not make it. In ancient 
times, there were many peoples with 
their deities and priests, but Yahweh 
breezed through where Baal got 
bogged down. In our times, there are 
countless worldviews, but the gospel 
implies more “horsepower,” because 
it is “power of God” (Rom. 1:16). 
It performs really well in our bright 
moments, but it stands out even more 
in the midst of the mud of our dark-
ness.

Some time ago, I visited a jail where 
I was able to listen to some of the 
inmates witnessing about how they 
have found the light of the gospel. 
They talked about some of the “road 
tests;” the “gospel truck” was able to 
perform outstandingly in the harshest 
of roads and conditions. And believe 
me, it does so with flying colors. It 
just keeps going. The religion of Jesus 
is suitable for any kind of road, even 
the most difficult ones. Indeed, it is 

Continued on page 31
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Your God is superior
My faith in God is not for review or 
compromise. In keeping Sabbath, I simply 
obeyed His command.
by Funmilola Ifeoluwapo Babalola

FIRST PERSON

“Your God is great. Your God 
is great. Your God is great!” she 
declared.

It all started on a Friday. The head 
of the department had rescheduled 
an examination in histopathology 
from Friday to Saturday – and this 
was a big blow to me. I am a fourth-
year medical student at the Olabisi 
Onabanjo University Teaching 
Hospital in Nigeria. During my 
years of study, I have had encounters 
concerning Sabbath exams, but this 
would be a testimony I will tell for 
life. On most occasions, I have had 
Sabbath exams changed after people 
prayed for me.  I have also missed a 
couple of other exams, but through it 
all God has been faithful.  

Once on an earlier occasion, I 
approached the head of the depart-
ment concerning seminar presenta-
tions that were scheduled for Saturday. 
Students were expected to present 
their topics during these seminars. 
He denied my request, questioned my 
seriousness as a student, and admon-
ished that if I continued the way I was 
going, my studies would be at risk. I 
approached one of my lecturers, who 
was my supervisor. After much discus-
sion, he agreed to give me the Sabbath 
off, with the condition that I had to 
work harder to make up. I thanked 
him very much, because that was 
grace for me. When the head of the 
department learnt of the arrangement, 
he was furious.  Because of that, I was 

not only unable to make my presenta-
tion, but I was also to lose marks.

 I was not very worried, because 
that was only a presentation. The final 
examination was scheduled for Friday, 
and I could do well and make up for 
the earlier loss of marks. However, I 
was shocked and devastated when the 
department head changed the final 
examination from Friday to Saturday. 
I had already lost marks for not being 
at the presentation, and now the exam 
was rescheduled to Saturday. I was so 
sure the change was made because of 
me that I decided to meet the depart-
ment head. I tried to apologize to 
him: had I offended him while trying 
to present my earlier case? He insisted 
that I did not offend him, and drove 
off in his car.

A battle line was drawn up for God 
(not me) and my head of the depart-
ment. Friends advised me to give in.  
“God will not be angry at you suc-
ceeding…. Stop being an extremist; 
after all we all believe in God.  Does 
it make us all sinners for taking the 
exam on Saturday? Many people had 
their opinions, but God’s opinion was 
final for me. I was really tired when I 
got home that night. I was confused, 
but I am thankful for good Christian 
friends who set me back on my feet 
and told me to take my stand for God. 

Two weeks were left before the 
examination. God’s children contin-
ued their prayers for me. I had never 
felt God closer than then. I felt loved 

and proud to belong to the family of 
God. 

When I got back to school, I 
approached my course representative 
to see what he could do for me.  He 
promised to help, but then totally for-
got about it. When he finally remem-
bered, he approached the department 
head, who told him he would think 
about it. A week before the examina-
tion, the head of department was still 
thinking about it. I kept on prepar-
ing for the examination, believing 
that God would honor the prayers of 
His saints. Then it was five days to 
the examination, and my head of the 
department was still thinking about 
it. I approached the course representa-
tive again, and there was still nothing 
definite. On the third day before the 
examination, the course representa-
tive told me that the examination day 
would remain the same: on Saturday, 
the day of my appointment with the 
most important person in life, God.  
At that point, I stopped preparing 
for the examination and gave out my 
materials to anyone who needed them.  
I told myself if this was God’s answer 
to my prayer, it would not stop Him 
from being God.

On Friday – now a day to the 
examination – I went to school for 
my lectures and looked forward to 
my Sabbath rest. I got to school late, 
and did not find my course mate. 
Another course mate joined me in 
search of others.  As we moved from 
one class to another, we met two of 
our course mates and asked what had 
been going on.  The first thing I heard 
was that the examination had been 
postponed to Friday the following 
week. I jumped for joy. I still cannot 
express my daze and delight. “This is 
a miracle!” I said to myself and to any 
one that I met.

 It was praise time. As I met a lot 
of my course mates that day, all of 
them congratulated me and affirmed 
that my prayers were answered. “It’s 
your faith that worked for you,” many 
declared. “Your God is good.”
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But the point that struck me most 
was that of my housemate at school. 
With a smile of disbelief and wonder, 
she asked,  “What did you intend to 
do if the examination date was not 
changed?  Did you have the convic-
tion that it will be changed?

My answer was simple. “My faith in 
God is not for review or compromise. 
In keeping Sabbath, I simply obeyed 
His command. The Creator who gives 
such a command also knows how to 
enable me to achieve my life goal. 
And He always comes first in my life. 
If the examination had remained on 
Saturday, I just would not have writ-
ten. God comes first.”

 To this she declared, “Your God is 
indeed great.”

“Yes, and greatly to be praised,” I 
said.

Funmilola Ifeoluwapo Babalola was 
a fourth-year medical student at 
Olabisi Onabanjo University, Ogun 
State, Nigeria, when she wrote this 
article. At the present she is in her 
final year. E-mail: funmilola_baba-
lola@yahoo.com.

the end of the world. 
Red Alert puts the great controversy 

in the context of recent world history 
and shows that we are indeed living in 
the end time. It also shows that many 
of these signs are only “the beginning 
of sorrows” (Matthew 24:8); however, 
we are told that “the final movements 
will be rapid ones” (Ellen G. White, 
Testimonies, vol. 9, p. 11). In this 
book, Douglass introduces readers to 
God’s warnings about future events. 
He writes, “I can say without ambigu-
ity that the coming ‘storm’ that arises 
from each of the areas highlighted in 
this book will truly be ‘relentless in 
its fury.’ And together, the combined 
effect will catch us all with ‘over-
whelming surprise.’ All of us! But the 
better we are prepared, the easier it 
will be to balance ourselves when we 
are surprised” (p. 204). 

Every Adventist who truly believes 
in the reality of the great controversy 
needs to read this book; every pas-
tor will find a wealth of material and 
illustrations for sermons on last-day 
events in Red Alert. After all, isn’t the 
topic of last-day events part of the 
revival and reformation emphasis in 
our church today?

Gerhard Pfandl (Ph.D., Andrews 
University) is an associate director 
of the Biblical Research Institute 
of the General Conference of 
Seventh-day Adventists, Silver 
Spring, Maryland, USA.  
E-mail: pfandlg@gc.adventist.org.

Red Alert
Continued from page 24

Darkness or Light?
Continued from page 29

an insult to suggest that God cannot 
intervene in our complex situations of 
darkness and resolve them.

The message
Next time our darkness becomes 

self-evident and we feel we are not 
worthy of coming closer to God, we 
would do well to remember that even 
when we do not happen to notice, 
God is already looking at us, aware of 
our position, and is willing to stay by 
our side!

This is not my idea. The Bible tells 
me so: there is no darkness – not 
mine, not yours, not ours – too com-
plicated for God.

Marcelo Falconier is a profes-
sor and researcher in educational 
theory in the School of Humanities 
and Education, River Plate Adventist 
University (Entre Ríos, Argentina). 
E-mail: marcelofalconier@doc.uap.
edu.ar.
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Adventist university 
students organize 
nationally in Indonesia

ACTION REPORT

“Loving God, Loving Each Other” 
was the theme that brought 200 
Adventist university students to the 
Temu Mahasiswa Advent se-Indonesia 
(TeMA) in Yogyakarta during August 
2010. The five-day event was orga-
nized by Keluarga Mahasiswa Advent 
Yogyakarta (Yogyakarta Adventist 
Students Association) and was sup-
ported by the West Indonesia Union 
Mission. This event is held once every 
two years and is designed to attract 
all Adventist students (especially those 
who study in non-Adventist institu-
tions) to worship, study challenging 
topics from a biblical perspective, fel-
lowship with students from all over 
Indonesia for social and spiritual pur-
poses, and dialog with each other on 
matters relevant to spiritual and intel-
lectual pursuits on their campuses. 

The official program began with 
an opening ceremony and intro-
ductions from all delegations. The 
primary purpose of the retreat was 
to establish a countrywide organiza-
tion that can speak with one voice on 
issues that affect Adventist student 

life and spiritual focus on universities 
throughout Indonesia. The result was 
the official establishment of IMAI 
(Ikatan Mahasiswa Advent Indonesia), 
the Indonesia Adventist Students’ 
Association. 

For years, Sabbath classes and exami-
nations have been a persistent problem 
for Adventist students in most uni-
versities in Indonesia. Many attempts 
were made by local Adventist student 
associations and the union conference 
authorities to appeal to the universities 
on the basis of religious liberty and 
freedom of conscience, but with little or 
no success. After many such attempts, 
local Adventist student fellowships 
and associations decided to unite and 
establish a new Adventist student asso-
ciation on a national scale, to try to 
appeal to higher levels of organizations, 
even to the president of the Indonesian 
republic. This new association will hold 
annual fellowships; provide a national 
forum and focus on Adventist educa-
tional and spiritual needs; and bring 
together the many local associations on 
a national scale.

The retreat did not concentrate just 
on organization. A focus on spirituali-
ty and service formed an essential part 
of the student get-together. In addi-
tion to worship services and devotions, 
the conference challenged the youth 
on what it means to live an Adventist 
life on non-Adventist campuses. These 
discussions were formatted under the 
overall theme “Loving God, Loving 
Each Other.”  Pastor Jobbie D. Yabut, 
AMiCUS director of the Southern 
Asia Pacific Division, coordinated and 
led out in the seminars. The semi-
nar sessions provided opportunities 
for students to share their personal 
experiences of how they walked the 
Adventist journey in campuses that 
largely have a non-Adventist focus and 
emphasis. Living with others of dif-
ferent persuasions, loving them with 
genuine care, praying for those in 
special need, and negotiating Sabbath 
challenges with sensitivity and person-
al witness were some of the areas that 
students shared their experiences with 
the participants at the conference. 
Often these sharing sessions turned 
so emotional that students, with tears, 
praised God for being their enabler 
in moments of challenge and in mak-
ing hard decisions to keep their faith 
burning. 

Sabbath was the highlight of the 
conference. Many students experi-
enced God in a new and intimate way. 
They all felt that on their return, they 
should be ambassadors for God – liv-
ing a more vibrant life, genuinely lov-
ing their fellow students and teachers, 
and witnessing authentically to their 
faith. 

As a symbol of their commitment, 
the session ended with a candlelight 
service. Each candle was an indication 
of the light they ought to be in the 
world they live in. With that pledge, 
the students went back to their uni-
versities with renewed energy to lead 
a life of genuine faith, even as they 
proceed on their journey of academic 
achievements.
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INTERCHANGE

Expand your  
friendship network
Adventist college/university students and professionals, readers of Dialogue, inter-
ested in exchanging correspondence with colleagues in other parts of the world.

Jimena Beatriz AGILA C.: 
21; female; single. Currently stu-
dying educational psychology at 
Universidad Central del Ecuador. 
Interests: Listening to instrumen-
tal music, reading, and camping. 
Correspondence in Spanish. E-mail: 
jimbet_142Oconquis@hotmail.com. 
ECUADOR.

Carlos Diego DOS SANTOS 
CARVALHO: 23; male; sin-
gle. Studying computer science at 
Faculdade Hebraica Renascença. 
Interests: Pathfinders, camp-
ing, photography, and computers. 
Correspondence in Portuguese, 
Spanish, or English. E-mail: diegoa-
mazonia@hotmail.com. BRAZIL.

Aparecido Helao GABRIEL: 
22; male; single. Studying biology and 
geography at Universidad de Ciencias 
Pedagógicas Conrado Benítez García. 
Interests: witnessing. Correspondence in 
Portuguese or Spanish. E-mail: apareci-
do.2@hotmail.com. He is from Angola, 
but is currently studying in CUBA.

Teolinda Rosa GOMEZ F.: 
37; female; single. Currently pur-
suing a master’s degree in higher-
education management and policies 
at Universidad de Guadalajara. She 
has a major in communication from 
Universidad de San Martín de Porres 
and a master’s degree in adminis-
tration from Universidad Nacional 
Mayor de San Marcos, both schools 
in Lima, Peru. Interests: mission proj-
ects, travelling, reading, and doing 
research on education and health. 
Correspondence in Spanish. E-mail 

rosagomezf209@hotmail. She is 
from Peru, but currently studying in 
MEXICO.

Abigail GUZMAN M.: 18; 
female; single. Currently studying 
dentistry at Universidad Nacional 
Pedro Henríquez Ureña. Interests: 
getting in touch with people from 
different cultures. Correspondence 
in Spanish or English. E-mail: 
abigailguzman02@gmail.com. 
DOMINICAN REPUBLIC.

José Mario JIMÉNEZ V.: 18; 
male; single. Studying medicine 
at Universidad Privada de Tacna. 
Interests: listening to music, mak-
ing new friends and sharing the 
gospel. Correspondence in Spanish 
or English. E-mail: josuejv@hotmail.
com. PERU.

Jessica Leonita JONG: 20; 
female; single. Studying art (graphic 
design) at Petra Christian University. 
Interests: making new friends, 
browsing, photography, and design. 
Correspondence in English or 
Indonesian. E-mail: leo_bond009@
yahoo.com. INDONESIA

André KABEYA: 30; male; mar-
ried. Studying engineering in rural 
development and management of 
community development projects at 
Institut Supérieur de Développement 
Rural. Interests: listening to Christian 
music, computers, and soccer. 
Correspondence in French,  English 
or Tshiluba. E-mail: toutoukabeya@
yahoo.fr, or ongd_adra@yahoo.fr. 
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF 
THE CONGO.

Elias Musiba KULEBA: 23; 
male; single. Doing his advanced 
diploma in accountancy at St. 
Augustine University of Tanzania. 
Interests: travelling, making new 
friends, music, and learning new 
things. Correspondence in English, 
Swahili, or French. E-mail: musiba-
kuleba@yahoo.com. Address: P.O. 
Box 307, Mwanza, TANZANIA.

Junior LEY CHA: 40; male; 
single. He is a physician. Interests: 
mission projects and witnessing. 
Correspondence in Spanish. Address: 
Barrio Estación Nº 1; e/Línea del fer-
rocarril y callejón del Tarro; Cándido 
González Morales; C. P. 74510; 
Camagüeu, CUBA.

Victor David NKUNUNDU: 24; 
male; single. Studying for a B.B.A. 
in marketing. Interests: reading the 
Bible, listening to gospel music, and 
making new friends. Correspondence 
in English or Swahili. E-mail: vic-
tortz@yahoo.com. TANZANIA.

Derrick ORVILL: 20; male; 
single. Currently studying com-
puter sciences at Roorkee Adventist 
College. Interests: reading about 
computers and new technologies. 
Correspondence in English, Bengali, 
Hindi or Burmese. E-mail: der-
rick.orvill@gmail.com. Address: 
Roorkee Adventist College, P.B. 46 
“The Retreat”, Roorkee-247667, 
Uttarakhand, INDIA.

Rober PEREZ R.: 28; male; 
single. He finished a degree in agron-
omy with concentration in irrigation 
systems at Universidad Autónoma 
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Invitation
If you are an Adventist college/

university student or professional and 
wish to be listed in Interchange, send us 
the following information: (1) Your full 
name, with your family name in capital 
letters; (2) your age; (3) your sex; (4) 
your marital status; (5) your current 
field of studies or degree obtained and 
specialty; (6) the college or university 
you are attending or from which you 
graduated; (7) your top three hobbies 
or interests; (8) language(s) in which 
you would like to correspond; (9) the 
name of the local Adventist congregation 
of which you are a member; (10) your 
mailing address; (11) if available, your 
e-mail address. Please write clearly. Mail 
this information to Dialogue Interchange; 
12501 Old Columbia Pike; Silver Spring, 
MD 20904- 6600; U.S.A. You can also 
use e-mail: schulzs@gc.adventist.org. We 
will list here only those who provide all 
of the 10 items of information requested 
above. 

Dialogue cannot assume responsibility 
for the accuracy of the information 
submitted or for the content of the 
correspondence that may ensue.

Agraria Antonio Narro. Interests: lis-
tening to music, watching movies, and 
chatting. Correspondence in Spanish 
or English. E-mail: dco_rober@hot-
mail.com. Address: Loma Bonita, 3 
Calle Oriente Nº 465, Colonia Centro 
Motozintia, Chiapas, MEXICO.

Noemí Teresa RUPANI: 21; 
female; single. Studying nursing at 
Universidad Adventista del Plata. 
Interests: reading, cooking, and work-
ing with children. Correspondence 
in Spanish, Portuguese, or English. 
E-mail: nohemi00@hotmail.es. 
ARGENTINA

Champion SANOPA: 39; male; 
single. He is planning to study politi-

cal science and law. Interests: studying 
the Bible, travelling and making new 
friends. Correspondence in English. 
Address: P.O. Box 298, Popondetta, 
Oro Province, PAPUA NEW 
GUINEA.

David Teodoro SOTOMAYOR: 
26; male; single. He got a degree 
as technician in industrial electrical 
systems from Instituto Politécnico de 
Nivel Superior. Interests: studying 
English, travelling, and listening to 
music. Correspondence in Spanish 
or English. E-mail: ec0916@ucf.
edu.cu. Address: Calle Agramonte 
Final 930, San Pedro y Final, Cruces, 
Cienfuegos, CUBA.

Apparently, Albert Einstein was not 
the only one who cogitated on the 
relative properties of time. Many of 
us do it too, even if we are not often 
aware of it or follow in his footsteps 
for much more prosaic reasons. For 
example, even my three-year-old 
son, who still refers to “yesterday” to 
mean either “two hours ago” or “last 
month,” sometimes implies time is as 
elastic as his mini-trampoline.

Every Thursday evening, he attends 
a Bible club with other kids. Together 
they learn Christian songs, memorize 

Killing  
or Redeeming time?
By Marcos Paseggi

short Bible verses, and review the great 
stories of the Bible. When I go to pick 
him up at the end of the session, he 
is always eager to share his impres-
sions about what has transpired during 
that hour and a half of “serious fun.” 
“Everything was so long today,” he 
sometimes complains, sighing heavily. 
On other occasions, as soon as he sees 
me coming, he stares at me with an 
expression of unbelief. “Is it time to go 
now? But it was so short today!” Of 
course, his weekly Bible class usually 
keeps him busy from 6:30 pm to 8 
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pm, exactly 90  minutes, no more, no 
less. But it is his perception of time 
that somehow is disrupted, depend-
ing on how bored, tired, focused, or 
amused he feels after a particular ses-
sion. Time has not changed; he has.

Unfortunately, his three-year-old 
fortuitous rendezvous with the seem-
ing flexibility of time is not something 
he will ever grow out of. As every 
college student knows, not every class 
lasts the same. It all depends on how 
much (or little) we like the professor, 
the topic discussed, or even our class-
mates and school. One hour waiting 
for news outside a surgical ward where 
a close loved one is going through a 
life-threatening operation lasts “much 
longer” than four hours at a baseball 
play-off game (providing, of course, 
we do not hate baseball!).

The truth is, scientists seem to 
agree with this and other time-related 
perceptions. They even have a name 
for one of them: “time dilation.”  It 
refers to a notion that “elapsed time 
as recorded by two observers with 
identical clocks will differ if one of 
the observers is traveling at a veloc-
ity with respect to the other.”1 In the 
field of neuroscience, some researchers 
have shown – by means of very simple 
experiments – that our perception of 
the duration of an event can be easily 
distorted. For instance, imagine some-
one flashes a square on your computer 
screen for half a second. Now, if the 
person flashes a second square that is 
larger, you will think the second one 
lasts longer. And the same happens if 
the square flashed is brighter, or if it 
is moving. All of them “are perceived 
to have a longer duration than the 
original square.”2 Thus, scientists have 
concluded, “the perception of time is 
actually a construction.”3

Killed or redeemed?
Now, even in regard to our “faulty” 

perception of time or precisely because 
of it, we are beckoned to pay spe-
cial attention to the way we spend 
it. “Killing time” is an aptly-put 

metaphor that nevertheless encloses 
profound “realistic” overtones. Time 
killed is time buried. Forever. There is 
no expiation, no atonement to make 
up for time that we let slip through 
our fingers to never come back. Ellen 
G. White wrote, “Time squandered 
can never be recovered. We cannot 
call back even one moment. The only 
way in which we can redeem our time 
is by making the most of that which 
remains.”4

Against this backdrop of “partial 
reimbursement,” the Bible also calls 
us to redeem time, to “repurchase” it, 
by making the most of every second 
God gives us on this earth. It becomes 
a moral imperative, not in a Kantian 
sense based on pure reason, but within 
the context of a biblical worldview, 
which has a word on everything 
we are, say, or do. Time is valuable 
because our life is valuable. And our 
life is valuable because God has given 
us value, first when He himself made 
us in His image, and later when He 
gave himself at the cross for every one 
of us. Talk about valuable! It does 
not stop there, though, for through 
the promises He bestows on us, the 
Lord also guarantees our safe surfing 
through the ups and downs of life.

But God’s promises do not end in 
the present. They extend to a future 
time. Thus, a time-redeeming stance 
also implies being aware of our place 
and moment in the history of this 
world (which in biblical terms, equals 
no less than the story of redemption.) 
Paul wrote, “See then that you walk 
circumspectly, not as fools but as wise, 
redeeming the time, because the days 
are evil” (Ephesians 5:15, 16, emphasis 
mine). Indeed, our role in the con-
cluding episodes of the great contro-
versy requires us to be more mindful 
of time than ever before.

As Christians, we have no time to 
kill but to redeem, whatever the time 
we have left. Even Moses, when con-
fronted with the reality of his own 
mortality, exclaimed, “We finish our 
days like a sigh” (Psalm 90:9). But a 

moment later, he wisely entreated the 
Lord, “Teach us to number our days, 
that we may gain a heart of wisdom” 
(Psalm 90:12). Our ultimate goal is to 
reach a day when time and the percep-
tion of it – as we know it – shall be no 
more.

Marcos Paseggi is a translator, bibli-
cal researcher, and writer living in 
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.  
E-mail: marpas08@hotmail.com. 
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Some things never change—such as Dialogue’s 

mission and focus. Other things, though, are updated 

and enhanced—such as new ways in which you 

can access Dialogue. We wanted you to know that 

Dialogue is now available online, in addition to the 

regular printed format. The journal can be accessed at: 

dialogue.adventist.org. At the Dialogue site, you will 

have the opportunity to read all of the articles, from 

the very beginning of Dialogue to the present. 

Additionally, you can read the articles in any of the 

four languages in which Dialogue is published. 

So spread the good news to your friends and 

colleagues, so they can be a part of Dialogue. 

We want to Dialogue with everyone, everywhere!

dialogue.adventist.org
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