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EDITORIAL
~

By Loren Seibold

WHEN [ WAS A YOUNG PERSON, SATAN WAS EVERYWHERE.

I remember sermons in church and chapel services
in the academy that were devoted mostly to Satan
and his activities. The stories were scary, and we
were credulous.

I remember a sermon about Ouija boards, which
were said to give messages from beyond the grave,
and being told that those messages were, instead,
dictated by Satan. In one story the Ouija board
wouldn't leave its owner’s house; it kept reappearing
in the closet, even though the teenage operator had
watched it burn in the rubbish barrel repeatedly. The
Ouija board was the gateway that eventually allowed
Satan to talk to the teen directly.

I can’t remember how the story ended, but I
remember being astonished when I saw Ouija boards
in the toy section of a store in my little town in North
Dakota and realized how common communication
with the devil must be. (Once, in public school, I
watched from a distance as a group of fellow students
played with an Ouija board. The answers they got
made me think that Satan was rather stupid, but that
didn’t diminish my belief in it.)

Satan, it seemed to me back then, was far more
available than God was. God didn’t always answer
prayers—or even give us any indication why he
hadn’t. Satan was always there, ever alert. It wasn’t
just that Satan would tempt you to do wrong. Satan
had a presence, a solidity, that God with his “still
small voice” couldn’t overshadow. Satan could be
exciting and horror-movie frightening.

I remember hearing sermons and stories about
séances and the occult and fortune-telling. To
listen to Adventists of that time, and some today,
you would think that occultists and spiritists
and mediums and witches were everywhere! The
astrology column in the newspaper was satanic; I
wouldn't even glance at it. Dungeons and Dragons
was supposed to be satanic; I avoided it. Hypnotism
was satanic. So was meditation, yoga, and by some
accounts, acupuncture. In at least one family I know,
the television comedies Bewitched and I Dream of
Jeannie were prohibited as satanic. Rock music was
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satanic, so I burned all of my records in the rubbish
barrel, just like the teenager with the Ouija board.
(Fortunately, they didn’t reappear on my shelf.)

Temptations to do things we shouldn’t were
always satanic, but those weren't just about killing
or stealing; they could be rather Adventist-specific,
such as going to a movie or dating a non-Adventist
girl. Even vague impressions could be satanic. A
godly widowed woman in our church confessed to
her daughter that sometimes when she awakened at
night, she felt as if her late husband were lying next
to her, almost as if she could feel him breathing.
Her daughter counseled her to say, “In the name of
Jesus Christ, be gone!” and the evil presence would
disappear.

It seems apparent to me now that the “evil presence”

was a manifestation of the grief of a drowsy woman.
But that isn’t how she and her daughter saw it.

Satanology

What I have come to realize is that we didn't just
tolerate Satan. We needed him. He was as much a part
of our salvation story as Jesus Christ is.

Satan, it seems, is strong but is not much of a
tactician. He isn't subtle. Once you know how he
works, you can spot him instantly and control him
through the incantation “in the name of Jesus, I
command you”—though not before a rather exciting
brush with the supernatural.

Still, the odds against escaping Satan’s clutches
were better than the odds for being saved, of which
none of us had any certainty.

What must not be forgotten is that we Adventists,
by history and theology, are in a relationship with
Satan. Our whole understanding of salvation has to
do with the great controversy, a story in which Satan
is one of the leading figures. This is why we reference
Satan so often. The myths that swirl through the

church about Satanic activity have become necessary:

Satan must be real, or our story can’t be.

The more I've studied religion, the more it’s
become clear to me that the interplay between
God and Satan behaves as a sort of competitive

We Adventists,
by history and
theology, are in
a relationship
with Satan.
Our whole
understanding
of salvation
has to do with
the great
controversy, a
story in which
Satan is one
of the leading
figures.
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EDITORIAL

polytheism. There is a purpose to life; however, that
purpose isn’'t Christ and Christ alone, but the interplay
between God and Satan, the good God and the once-
heavenly-but-now-deceptive-and-still-powerful
demigod. For Adventists it has never been enough

to say that Jesus died for our sins and, therefore, we
have eternal life. We place ourselves in the middle of

a battle whose stakes are universal. Like characters in
a dysfunctional family, we must try to psych out the
leaders of the teams and figure out their intentions.

And both of them, it turns out, are less than fully
transparent. God, as presented to me as a young
person, was the more inscrutable of the two. Not
everything God promised was quite as clear as it
appeared: in spite of the many promises for peace
and salvation, God would let people endure terrible
suffering, keeping divine silence and distance so
that they could grow close to Godself or learn some
lesson. God would even tempt and test individuals,
as in the story of Pharaoh. Sometimes God answered
prayers, such as saving a person from a bad illness.
But in the end, we always had to make excuses for
God, because everyone suffered and died.

Not so Satan. Satan is a liar, but his activity is
identifiable. He didn’t make excuses; he was just a
bad dude. If there wasn't enough good in your life
to convince you that you were being blessed, there
was always enough bad to let you know that Satan
was busy. Given that we're born in sin, suffer through
life, and then die, here on Earth evil was a more
substantive reality than goodness.

Supernaturalism

I know now that most of what I was told about Satan
was fiction. It was exciting to teenagers and gullible
adults. Those of us who heard those stories as children
carried the terror of them for years.

Yet Satan could also serve a purpose: he was proof
that something supernatural was out there. Satan is
a spiritual being, and even though he may not be as
powerful as God, he’s way more powerful than you
and me. This means that if you can pick up some
proof of something happening that you can’t explain,
even if it is caused by Satan, that may be enough
to prove the supernatural and, therefore, that
God exists, too!

We Adventists have always been a little suspicious
of anything too exciting or miraculous, even when
God was supposed to be behind it. Demonic activity
was at least something interesting in our often-silent
spiritual reality—negatively spiritual, but spiritual
nonetheless.

The great controversy story made people feel that
there was more to life than the mundane getting
up in the morning, more than everyday working,
struggling, studying. We were part of a universal
war that God hadn’t yet won, and we had to pitch in
against Satan to save the world.

We needed to identify Satan, wherever he was. And
the more we looked for him, the more we saw him.

Satan's Guidance

Here’s another illustration of how Satan plays a part

in our spiritual journey. This is a true story, yet not so
unusual that you have not heard some variation of it, or
even thought it yourself.

I was talking with a pastoral couple about a call that
had come their way. The church really wanted them,
but accepting it would require buying a house in the
new, more expensive area.

When I talked to the wife, she said: “Satan knows
we're serving God really well here. That’s why
he’s made that church pressure us so much” The
husband, separately, said, “It seems to me that Satan
is throwing up obstacles to us in the real estate
market there, which makes me think that’s where
God really wants us, or Satan wouldn’t be trying so
hard to keep us away.”

Not surprisingly, theyd had different opinions on
the opportunity from the beginning. He was bored
with his church and wanted a new challenge. She
loved her house, her job, and the children’s school, so
she wanted to stay put. There was, as there is for all of
us, a measure of self-interest in their interpretation of
divine guidance.

However, here is what struck me the most: both
of them had mentioned Satan as a spiritual authority
figure! What might have been seen as God giving
them an opportunity devolved into a reverse-
psychology demonic struggle, in the midst of which
they were caught.

ADVENTIST TODAY



I've heard this in many forms. “That’s what Satan
wants you to think;” or “Satan is causing that feeling
in you,” or “Satan wants you to do that, so do just the
opposite”

Often the motive assigned to Satan is legitimate:

God really doesn’t want you to succumb to the
temptation to have sex with someone else’s wife, no
matter how entrancing that seems to you.

But sometimes, as for my pastor friend’s family,
it isn’t nearly so clear. Stay or go? They could have
done either and served God. So why were they trying
to psych out Satan, trying to take their cues from
what Satan didn’t want them to do rather than trying
to discern what God wanted of them? Or, for that
matter, why weren’t they using their common sense
to make a decision, as I believe God would want them
to do?

Satanic Eschatology

Jesus’ return for us in the clouds of glory is a prospect of
pure joy, but we Adventists have never allowed ourselves
to embrace a salvation quite that uncomplicated.

A few years ago, I again read through our two
primary works of Adventist eschatology: Daniel
and the Revelation by Uriah Smith and The Great
Controversy by Ellen White. The first was a “scientific”
treatment of the Bible’s eschatological books, which
the latter then made into a narrative. Smith ran the
numbers and matched up cryptic passages with
unlikely bits of history. But Ellen White made it into
a story—a story about Satan. To be sure, each chapter
has heroes who held the banner of truth. But Satan
looms over them all, and although we are assured it is
going to turn out all right in the end, we are moment
by moment on the razor’s edge of danger. Only about
three pages at the end of The Great Controversy are
devoted to the unalloyed joy of salvation. Most of the
rest is about what we humans have done and need to
keep doing to beat back an attacking Satan.

Shouldn't it be enough for Christians that when
Jesus “disarmed the powers and authorities, he made
a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by
the cross” (Col. 2:15, NIV)? Not for us Adventists.
For us, Satan is far from defeated. We are tasked with
decoding his intentions as we see them played out
in governments, in the Vatican, and among apostate

Protestants, all of whom we say want to outlaw our
day of worship and then persecute us.

Yet Satan doesn't give up. I remember that as a
young person I read this terrifying quotation: “As the
crowning act in the great drama of deception, Satan
himself will personate Christ. ... In different parts of
the earth, Satan will manifest himself among men as
a majestic being of dazzling brightness, resembling
the description of the Son of God given by John in
the Revelation (Revelation 1:13-15). ... The people
prostrate themselves in adoration before him, while
he lifts up his hands and pronounces a blessing upon
them, as Christ blessed His disciples when He was
upon the earth. His voice is soft and subdued, yet full
of melody. In gentle, compassionate tones he presents
some of the same gracious, heavenly truths which the
Saviour uttered; he heals the diseases of the people....
This is the strong, almost overmastering delusion.”!

Can't Satan read? I wondered. Doesn'’t he see that we
know all of this and realize that we're on to him? And
if he does, how stupid is he to persist? I don’t know the
answer. Satan isn't stupid. Perhaps he’s predestined to
play his part, whether he likes it or not.

In any case, in this story’s denouement there is
no rest nor assurance for God’s people. We not only
fight to the bitter end, but we are rewarded by having
God’s Spirit withdrawn from us as probation closes,
so that our penultimate experience as mortal beings is
unimaginable spiritual suffering.

Satanic Christianity

Satan is so strong that he has even poisoned
Christianity. We already knew that the Vatican was
teeming with demons in spiritual form and that it
was satanic for Pentecostals to speak in tongues.
Drums and guitars in church were satanic. Indeed,
any religion that didn’t teach our doctrine of the state
of the dead was by definition flirting with spiritism,
which was satanic.

When I was a child, for the Friday night program
on a church campout, as all of us clustered about
a campfire on our camping chairs or convenient
sections of logs, my aunt read a story that had been
sent to her by a pastor from California. (She was
specific about this last, which to us back then made
it true.) It was about a missionary in South America

I don't know

if there's a
real devil or
not, though
I've seen no
convincing
evidence of
one. Evil seems
to me better
explained as
the absence
of good and as
disobedience
to God's moral
principles.
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I still say that
given how
little the Bible
tells us about
Satan and how
much of what
we believe
about Satan
consists of
folk tales and
mythology, it
is unwarranted
to give Satan
or his angels as
much attention

as we do.

who lost his wife and two children to a tropical

disease. The man descended into inconsolable grief
that nothing would assuage. One night, in despair, he
was convinced to attend a charismatic church service.
After the music, the speaking in tongues, and the
prayers for a miracle—suddenly his two dead children
appeared in front of him and clambered onto his lap!
He, fortunately, had the presence of mind to mutter, “In
the name of Jesus Christ, I command Satan to leave this
place” The children disappeared into thin air.

The flickering campfire. My aunt, whom I trusted.
A story sent by a pastor. I can feel at this moment the
thrill, the rush of fear that went through me.

Later, I would ask questions. Where did this story
come from? Who vouches for the truth of it? Why
would God not give this man the comfort he needed,
but Satan did? What of the psychological state of grief
that causes people to hallucinate those they’ve lost?

But those questions reveal only my
misunderstanding of the story’s purpose, which
was to show that Satan was so devious that almost
anything—especially non-Adventist Christianity—
could be a channel for him.

Even with that “in the name of Jesus” incantation
available, the story left me terrified.

Satan in the Bible
Satan makes two major appearances in the Hebrew
Bible: first in the Garden of Eden, then later in the
fable of Job. It is hard to take either literally—especially
the scene in Job, which unflatteringly portrays God as
meeting up with Satan to negotiate Job’s suffering and
the death of Job’s family.

Neither Ezekiel 28:12-19, which names the
conceited king of Tyre as its hero, nor Isaiah
14:12, which identifies the subject as a proud king
(apparently of Babylon), gives any evidence of having
a primary application to the heavenly origin of an
evil demigod named Lucifer. (Lucifer, in fact, means
“morning star” and refers to the planet Venus; it is
not the name of an evil being, except as Isaiah 14 was
mistranslated.) Whatever secondary application some
allege is allegorical and unproven.

Because the Hebrews were supposed to eschew
polytheism, the Old Testament ends up complicating
our theology in another way: God, who tells the

chosen people that there is only one God, takes
responsibility for everything that happens, bad

and good. God causes a Flood that destroys nearly
everyone, confounds languages and sends people
wandering across the Earth, sends the chosen people
into slavery, destroys nations, wantonly kills people
(or orders them killed), and even sends plagues

and punishments down on the chosen, including
multiple invasions of the holy city that end in

Israel’s captivity.

It isn’t until the Greek era that Satan is clearly
identified and given a regular job. Almost all
mentions of a personified evil one appear in the four
Gospels and in Revelation. Satan makes a personal
cameo in Matthew 4’s temptation of Jesus in the
wilderness, but beyond that we most often encounter
rank-and-file disposable sub-demons who “possess”
unfortunate people and, in at least one instance, pigs.
As for Paul, he acknowledges sin, a tempter, and
(in Romans) principalities and powers out in the
spiritual realm, but he’s less specific than Jesus about
identifying those as Satan.

Revelation repopulates the spiritual universe.
Satan is personally messing about in the seven
churches, and it’s easy to identify him in chapter 12’
great red dragon with seven heads, ten horns, seven
crowns, and a massive tail that sweeps stars out of
the heavens. It is in Revelation 20 that Satan comes
into his own as the Bible’s villain: he’s captured,
imprisoned on Earth for a thousand years, then
inexplicably set free with a resurrected army of
evil followers to attack the holy city, which has just
landed on the new earth like a cubical spaceship. It is
there that his existence ends in fire.

Trickery and Gullibility

Is it any wonder that our Adventist forebears were so
conscious of Satan? While our calculations come from
Daniel, our picture of the war between God and the
evil demigod, with the saints caught in the middle, is
from Revelation.

It was 19th-century American religious history
that solidified Seventh-day Adventists relationship
with the devil: about the same time that Adventists
were getting traction in eastern New York, the Fox
sisters in western New York were starting a new fad of
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communicating with the dearly departed in the
spirit world.

One would suppose that today, in a world where
we have demonstrated humanity’s ability to imagine

and carry out indescribable evil, and where science
has mapped our psychology and can more easily
expose sources of deception and cruelty, we would
find a personified evil unnecessary. Not so. While
the action has shifted from gullible Ouija boardists
to reputed devil-worshippers who sacrifice children,
Christians are still calling on Satan to scare the
faithful into heaven.

I don’t know if there’s a real devil or not, though
I've seen no convincing evidence of one. Evil seems
to me better explained as the absence of good
and as disobedience to God’s moral principles.

We weak human beings require no anti-hero in

the spiritual aether to make it happen. As for the
occult or demonic manifestations, most of that is
better explained by psychology, deception, trickery,
human cruelty, or play-acting. Even in the heyday of
Spiritualism, honest exposers such as Harry Houdini
debunked so many séances (often by just turning

on the light) that mediums went out of business by
the thousands. The Fox sisters openly admitted that
their mysterious “rappings” were a hoax—though
many of the movement’s true believers refused to
believe their confession.

Even today, what is supposedly “scientific”
spiritualism by “psychics” such as John Edwards is
just a trick called “cold reading,” assisted by heavy
video editing. People believe this nonsense because
they want to believe it—or perhaps because, as
expressed in the quote persistently but erroneously
attributed to showman P. T. Barnum, “There’s a sucker
born every minute”

Theologizing with the Devil

Even saying what I have is going to frighten some who
read this. It is extremely important to many Adventists
that we believe as strongly in the devil as we do in
God. When I once mentioned in a sermon that the
man among the tombs was clearly mentally ill, I was
denounced by a cluster of people in my congregation
because, they said, mental illness can't be cast into
pigs. They reported me to the conference office. I can’t

be a true Adventist if I don’t believe in demons, they
said, and it was to them not a sufficient defense that I
believed in the power of God.

Yet I still say that given how little the Bible tells
us about Satan and how much of what we believe
about Satan consists of folk tales and mythology, it
is unwarranted to give Satan or his angels as much
attention as we do. Pastors who preach sermons about
Satan, with mythological stories to back them up, are
guilty of malpractice. Teachers who scare children
and teens with such stories should avoid being in the
proximity of millstones (Mark 9:42).

Please understand that to quit talking so much
about the person of Satan in no way suggests that
we minimize evil thoughts and actions. We human
beings think evil, do evil, and perpetrate evil. We
must fight against evil temptations constantly. Yet
the Bible says, in a thousand ways, that God is more
powerful than evil. The New Testament message is
that God has overcome sin, death, and Satan (if there
is such a one).

You are not saved by fighting against a crude
depiction of an invisible caricature of evil, which is
as far as many Christians get in their understanding
of sin. You are saved by keeping your eyes on Christ,
by trusting in God’s power and doing God’s will.
You defeat Satan by opposing the sin in the world as
Jesus did, both in your personal moral choices, and
in the unjust systems and structures in which we live
and work.

Finally, can there be anything more foolish than
trying to psych out Satan and making decisions based
on what you think Satan doesn’t want you to do?
First, if there is a Satan, he is smarter than you and
understands reverse psychology better. Why take
your cues from the father of lies? And second, if you
believe that God has your best interests at heart, why
do you need to know what Satan thinks?

Enough of this crude satanic mythology. Let’s
instead start following God and battling the effects of
sin that are so apparent around us. @

! Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy (1858, 1888 ed.), p. 624.
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F E A T U R E

EXORCISM:

BY SMUTS VAN ROOYEN

| am by training both a psychologist
and a theologian, so | wondered:
What would result from a clinical
diagnosis of the demon-possessed
man crying amidst the tombs

(Mark 5:1-20)?

Yet when | compared the man's
symptoms to the fifth edition of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), his
malady didn't precisely match any of
its pathologies or disorders. Clearly,
the American Psychiatric Association
had not encountered a mental
disorder that could transfer from
a person into 2,000 pigs. .
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Faced with this problem, my revised purpose becomes to
explain how a prescientific New Testament should relate to
modern science in life today. But how?

If you've seen the movie Oh Brother, Where Art Thou?, you'll

know that a jigger is a small handcar with pump handles that is
used for inspecting the railroad. I posit, for our examination, that
the New Testament and modern science are two separate and
parallel rails held in place by strong ties. We will inspect these
rails, using for our jigger the concept of exorcism.

The Biblical Rail

Isn't it interesting that Jesus never discussed hard science? He never
solved a problem using the scientific method! It seems he could at
least have helped clear up his generation’s scientific misconceptions
by telling them where the sun went at night, or how it’s held up in
the sky. His intention, however, was not to elucidate science but to
show us the Father and to establish his kingdom. He used nature,
lilies, rain, and sunshine to impress us with what God is like.

An early president of Union Theological Seminary, William
Wisner Adams, contended: “The Bible is merely an effort, and a
metaphorical effort at that, to cram into the human imagination
the unimaginable immensity of God.”

While this description may overstate metaphor and downplay
history in Scripture, nevertheless I am deeply moved by it.
Cramming God into the human imagination is a magnificent
depiction of what the prescientific Bible does for me. I cannot live
my life trapped in laboratory glassware.

To those who are leery of the notion that biblical truth is often
metaphorical, I would simply say that its metaphors and myths
are given us by God. These stories are ours. We claim them as our
heritage.

The Bible is not science, but it takes us beyond science. It is
conceivable, for example, that archaeology could prove that the
crucifixion of Christ did occur in history. If everything came
together in the right way—the discovery of the real nails, the
actual wood, and a handwritten note in Hebrew, Greek, and
Latin—we could reasonably say, “Jesus died in A.D. 31” But one
could never conclude from the archeological evidence that “Jesus
died in A.D. 31 for me.” Yet it is precisely this “for me” that goes
beyond science, that captures our hearts and imagination.

Exorcisms

The exorcisms (dare I use such a loaded Hollywood word?) in the
New Testament also take us beyond science—that is, beyond the
DSM-5. As prescientific accounts, they do what science cannot do.
Generally speaking, they show how Jesus ushered in the kingdom
of heaven. Christ burglarized the house of the devil, tied him to
the kitchen chair, and inaugurated the reign of his Father (Matt.
12:25-29).

Specifically, they demonstrate:

o« How Jesus established his authority. He shushes a disruptive
spirit in a synagogue (Mark 1:21-28).

o That all things are possible with God. He commands a deaf
and mute spirit to respond to his verbal, auditory command
(Mark 9:14-29).

o That all people are equal and are accepted by the Messiah.
Without even seeing the afflicted child, he removes a demon
from the daughter of a sagacious woman in Syrian Phoenicia
(Mark 7:24-30).

I particularly like the account of the possessed man crying
amidst the tombs. Nothing can quell his fear of death. Nothing
can tie down his anxiety. He walks the cemetery crying aloud of
our human mortality. The man lives in a graveyard.

Then Jesus comes to him from across the deep waters, where
the Jews believed the demons dwelled, and delivers him. What
a delivery! The Lord drives his foul demons right into a herd of
unclean pigs, who promptly rush down into the water, where they
drown. The man living under the weight of his own mortality is
restored to himself.

The Rail of Modern Science

How does the DSM-5 depict a resurrection and the defeat of death?
How does it cram the glory of God into human imagination? It
simply does not do so. Yet, the scientific rail is also magnificent. It
is my “godless rail,” because it does not allow me to explain nature
by means of God.

Scientific method is not happy with a statement such as “God
makes my heart beat” Science would argue against that assertion
by saying: “If that is so, why bother with understanding the
electrical system of the heart? How do we learn this way? God
has no explanatory power.” Since the days of English statesman
Francis Bacon, philosophy of science has delimited scientific
method to exclude both divine and human instrumentality as the
cause of phenomena.

For example, we may not assert that the South defeated
the North in a given battle during the Civil War because God
orchestrated it so. When we do this, we learn nothing about the
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science of war. We feel no need to understand the tactics used,
the terrain of the battlefield, the firepower, or other factors that
win and lose battles. Science vigorously protects explanatory

power, as well it should. Evidence must have observable
explanatory power. This approach has made science incredibly
successful. I get this delimitation, and I am perfectly willing to let
that be.

The scientific branch of learning has served me very well and
has given me great pleasure to boot. I am only too aware that
daily doses of insulin keep me alive. Quite something, don’t you
think? And Google Earth opens up the planet to me in a very

Julie's Story
I once fought for Julie, using the scientific tools of the unbeliever.
But I accomplished what Jesus would have me do.

While I was working at an inpatient facility for chemically
dependent adolescents, Julie was admitted for treatment. She
was a young woman in deep addictive distress, a very ill 17-year-
old. My heart went out to her, because she seemed so crushed by
sadness. Since she was a Christian, Julie was assigned to me for
both individual and family counseling, because I was the minister
on our therapy team.

Her father was an intimidating man, a leader in their

| could not let the notion of demon possession stand. It did not fit the
young woman | had met, nor the world of science. Consequently, | chose to
challenge their religious defense head-on and with some vigor.

personal way. I sometimes run my little mouse arrow over my
brother’s grave in a cemetery in South Africa. It helps me to make
such a visit. In the morning I use my cell phone to send messages
to my children as I slurp my coffee, and I often get instant replies.
Science has allowed me, during the pandemic, to watch more
than a hundred episodes of McLeod’s Daughters on Netflix and
thereby save my sanity.

Connecting the Rails
Although the rails do not intersect, they are connected by railroad
ties that give the lines support and hold them together to reach a
common destination. The two rails, in my view, are “christotelic”
(Greek telos, or goal). Increasingly for me this term replaces the
inadequate term “Christocentric,” which is static and does not
speak of dynamic movement toward a destination. Together the
two rails of science and the Bible promote the objectives of Christ.
A scientific medical institution, by alleviating suffering,
advances the goals of Christ. He, too, was a healer. But modern
hospitals and trained medical staff cannot be expected to operate
in a prescientific fashion. Moderns must fight in their own armor.
The incarnate Christ is with them, as well.

ADVENTIST TODAY

fundamentalist church, an administrator in a national insurance
company. Her mother was an overly sweet person who obviously
had been trained by her husband’s anger to navigate life as if
walking on eggshells.

During our first family session, the father described the
repeated attempts he and his pastor had made to exorcise the
demon of addiction from Julie. All such undertakings had failed,
he said, for this was a devil that could be expelled only by much
prayer. They would try again when she came home, if our 28-day
program failed. His wife spoke quietly about the insufficiency of
her faith during the dramatic casting out process. Julie simply
wept and repeatedly said: “Mother, it’s not your fault. ’'m to
blame. I do have something evil inside of me. There’s nothing
wrong with your faith”

Clearly, the whole family was avoiding the problem, whatever it
was, by using a religious defense mechanism to deflect their issues.

Religion as a psychological defense is particularly hard to
dislodge, because when therapists challenge faith, they are
written off as liberal secularists who undermine commitment to
God. Fortunately, it helped some that I was a minister, even if of a
different brand.

But Julie was broken and in danger, and I could not let the
notion of demon possession stand. It did not fit the young
woman I had met, nor the world of science. Consequently, I



chose to challenge their religious defense head-on and with

some vigor.

I insisted they describe their exorcism attempt to me in
detail. I wanted them to hear themselves speak of it. Why
did their attempt fail? Did the process aggravate or help their
daughter’s illness? How does the devil invade the life of a
Christian? Was Julie a Christian? Did Jesus authorize them to
perform the exorcism? How had it affected the relationship
between the father and mother? How did they know that Julie
was possessed? Why would they persist in trying something
that was obviously not working? Was Julie in pain? I confronted
their dogmatism. I spat in their soup by exposing how
ridiculous their notions were. I made them look at Julie when
she cried and tell me what they saw.

I justified my heavy confrontation with them by reminding
myself that Jesus was kind to sinners but hard on Pharisees. The
therapy team supported my very assertive approach and agreed
that Julie needed someone in her corner. If the parents had pulled
her out of the program, I believe we would have called the child
welfare services.

But her depression continued unabated.

A breakthrough finally came for her in a group session. She
had a bitter meltdown as she related that her father had sexually
abused her multiple times and blamed her for his acts. The
members of the group were terrific in identifying with her pain,
rejecting exorcism as frighteningly weird, and insisting that the
molestation was not her fault. Her recovery began.

Near the end of her inpatient experience, she asked me
if I would hear her confession (the fifth step of Alcoholics
Anonymous). Julie looked at me brightly and said: “I want to
get it all out in the open. Sewage germs die in the sunlight” Of
course, I was willing to help her.

We also decided that it would benefit her to confront her
father, and we prepared for that event. I warned Julie that given
his dominating ways, she was not to expect him to admit to
anything. He probably would try to deny her sense of reality.
She said shed decided to believe herself and that she knew what
had happened.

The face-off was surprisingly brief. Julie simply smashed
through his pious defense with holy boldness. She wanted to
know how he dared to say she was inhabited by a devil. Did he
know the harm he had done to her? Could he see his hypocrisy?
Could he call himself a Christian? Would he admit to sexually

abusing his own daughter? To our amazement, he caved almost
immediately and began to beg for her forgiveness. Then we
brought his wife in, and he told her what he had done to their
child. She meekly confessed that shed suspected it all along and
that it was time they all stopped blaming the devil for their sin.
She wept for not protecting her daughter. At the close of the
encounter, when the father asked Julie if he could hug her, she
replied, “I've forgiven you, Dad, but I'll never permit you to hug
me again.”

Julie kept her sobriety and two years later invited me to her
wedding. Her dad accompanied her down the aisle. Her mom
wept where shed been seated. The failed exorcist was not the
presiding minister.

What 1 Dare Not Say

If T were either a biblical person or a scientific person, it would be a
lot easier for me. But since 'm both, the answers to life’s questions
are sometimes ambiguous and unclear. It is what it is. Therefore, I
rely on the Spirit to lead me into all truth.

Answers neither drop from heaven, nor bubble up from the
earth. I rely on being led by God. Too much mystery exists for
me to be dogmatic. I am only reasonably certain of myself. So, I
keep the rails of theology and science parallel and separate, and
joyously ride my jigger using both. @
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JOHN BRUNT

Disease, Demons, and Exorcism

By John Brunt

NO ONE CAN READ THE NEW TESTAMENT,
especially the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew,
Mark, and Luke), without noticing the
prominent role that both healing and
demon possession play in Jesus’ ministry.
Jesus is a healer, and he casts out demons.
What is the relationship between these
two activities? Did the Gospel writers
simply attribute all sickness to the activity
of demons?

Perhaps the best place to begin is with
the summary statements that all three of
the Synoptics include of Jesus’ ministry.
The first of these is found in Mark 1:32-
34: “That evening, at sunset, they brought
to him all who were sick or possessed
with demons. And the whole city was
gathered around the door. And he
cured many who were sick with various
diseases, and cast out many demons;
and he would not permit the demons to
speak, because they knew him” (NRSV?).

Notice that the sick are “cured” (the
Greek is therapeuo, from which we get the
word therapy), whereas the demons are
“cast out”” Parallel passages in Matthew
8:16 and Luke 4:40-41 retain this
distinction, although Luke speaks in the
passive of the demons “coming out” rather
than using the active form, “cast out”

The same distinction holds when
Jesus prepares his disciples for mission
activity. In all three accounts of when
Jesus sends out the twelve, he gives them
authority over demons and unclean spirits
(two terms that are used synonymously
throughout the Gospels). In Matthew
10:1-15 the disciples are to cast out
demons and cure the sick. The same
is true in Mark 6:7-13 and Luke 9:1-2.
When Jesus sends out the 70 as recorded
in Luke 10, he gives no instruction to cast
out demons, but when the 70 return they
rejoice that the demons were subject to
them (verse 17).

Demons vs. Disease
This suggests that the writers of the
Gospels saw a clear distinction between
demon possession and disease. The
symptoms of demon possession differ
from and are far more bizarre than those
of disease. Demons consistently speak
with Jesus, know who he is, and protest
being cast out. They can cause people they
possess to cut themselves or have unusual
strength, and the spirits can even leave
humans and go into pigs (see Mark 5:1-20
and parallels in Matthew 8 and Luke 8).
This distinction between disease and
demon possession doesn’t carry through
the Gospels consistently, however. For
example, in Matthew 9:32-34 Jesus
confronts a mute who was possessed
by a demon. When Jesus cast out the
demon, the man was able to speak. In
the parallel passage in Luke 11:14, the
demon itself is said to be mute, and
again, when Jesus casts out the mute
demon, the man speaks. Matthew 12:22
recounts an incident where a man with
a demon is both mute and blind until
his encounter with the Master Healer. In
this case Matthew doesn’t say that Jesus
cast out the demon but, rather, that he
“cured” the man, thereby associating
demon possession with disease and
mental illness.

Epilepsy

After the Transfiguration, Jesus came
down from a high mountain and found
a man whose boy the disciples could not
heal. Mark 9:17 says that the boy had a
“dumb spirit” (KJV, RSV), or literally a
speechless spirit. But this spirit did much
more than keep the boy from speaking. It
convulsed him, threw him down into the
fire, and made him foam at the mouth,
grind his teeth, and become rigid. When
Jesus commanded the spirit to come out
of the boy, it convulsed him and left him

so debilitated that the crowd thought he
was dead.

Mark never uses the word “demon” in
this passage, but Matthew and Luke do.
Scripture says that the boy had epilepsy
(Matt. 17:15) and also that a demon came
out of him (verse 18). Luke 9:42 says that
the demon convulsed the boy, the unclean
spirit came out, and Jesus “healed” him.
(The Greek word for “healed” is different
from the word translated “cured” in other
passages we have reviewed.) The word
“epilepsy” that Matthew uses appears
in only one other passage in the New
Testament, and that occurrence is also
found in Matthew.

Matthew 4:24 lists a whole array of
maladies that Jesus cured, including “all
the sick, those who were afflicted with
various diseases and pains, demoniacs,
epileptics, and paralytics” Another
example of the merging of healing and
demon possession is found when Jesus
cured many people of diseases, plagues,
and evil spirits (Luke 7:21).

One of the most intriguing passages tells
us that among the women who supported
Jesus and traveled with him and the
disciples were some “who had been cured
of evil spirits and infirmities” (Luke 8:2),
including Mary Magdalene, “from whom
seven demons had gone out”

Demon Possession?
Thus, we see that all three of the Synoptic
evangelists distinguish between demon
possession and illness, but at other times
they can attribute to demon possession
illnesses such as being mute, blind,
deaf, or—as Matthew writes—epileptic.
Some other diseases, such as being lame
or having leprosy, never appear to be
associated with demon possession.

What are we to make of all this? Clearly
the writers of the Synoptic Gospels
believed in the existence of demons that
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could play havoc in a personss life and, in
some cases, cause disease. What did this
mean for them? Was there a purpose in
including so many encounters between

Jesus and demons?

The answer comes in the conflicts
between Jesus and the religious leaders
who opposed him. They accused him
of casting out demons by the power of
Satan, or Beelzebul (Matt. 12:22-30; see
parallel in Luke 11:14-23). Jesus answered
that a house cannot be divided against
itself, and he concluded: “But if it is by
the Spirit of God that I cast out demons,
then the kingdom of God has come to
you. Or how can one enter a strong
man’s house and plunder his property,
without first tying up the strong man?
Then indeed the house can be plundered”
(Matt. 12:28-29).

Casting out demons is evidence
that Jesus is bringing a kingdom more
powerful than that of Satan. Every
exorcism is another rope around the
strong man. Jesus is winning a victory
against the forces of evil.

Luke recounts something similar when
the Pharisees warn Jesus that Herod is
out to get him. Jesus responds: “Go and
tell that fox for me, ‘Listen, I am casting
out demons and performing cures today
and tomorrow, and on the third day I
finish my work™ (13:32).

The Messiah demonstrates the power
of his kingdom with both healing and
exorcism, and his death and resurrection
will be the final nail in the coffin.

After the Resurrection

Something interesting happens, however,
after the resurrection. Whereas Jesus
mentioned casting out demons every time
he sent the twelve on a mission before the
resurrection, none of his final instructions
to the disciples after the resurrection
contain any mention of casting out demons.

In Matthew 28:19-20, he tells them
to make disciples, baptize, and teach. In
Luke 24:47, he instructs them to proclaim
repentance and forgiveness of sin to all the
nations. In Acts 1:8, the disciples hear that
the Holy Spirit will come upon them and
they will be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea,
Samaria, and to the ends of the Earth.

In Luke’s description throughout Acts
of the leading of the Spirit in the early
church, casting out demons plays a very
small part. The only time the Greek word
for “demon” appears is in the mouth of
Paul’s opponents, who accuse him of
teaching foreign divinities (Acts 17:18,
YLT). Philip does cast out evil spirits
in Samaria, Paul casts out a “spirit of
divination” that allowed an exploited
slave girl to do fortune telling to enrich
her masters, and in Acts 19 an evil spirit
harasses some Jewish exorcists who try to
cast it out in the name of Jesus.

But exorcism is not nearly as
prominent in Acts as it is in Luke or the
other Synoptic Gospels. In addition, Paul
does not mention exorcism in any of the
lists of spiritual gifts in his letters (see, for
example, Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12,
and Ephesians 4), though he does believe
that demons are present in pagan worship
(1 Corinthians 10).

Exorcisms are completely absent from
the Gospel of John. Jesus is accused
in John 8:48 of being a Samaritan and
having a demon. He defends himself
against the charge of having a demon, but
he doesn’t respond to the accusation that
he is a Samaritan, presumably because
to do so could suggest that there was
something wrong with being a Samaritan.

Totally absent from the entire New
Testament is the mention of incantations
and formulas to be used in exorcisms or
any lists of exorcism practices, such as are
found in other literature of the day.

The Situation Today
What should 21st-century Christians
make of all this?

First, there is no way for us to go back
into the first century and examine people
who were deemed demon possessed. If
we could, would a family physician or
psychiatrist find medical explanations
for their maladies? Quite possibly, but
that avenue is simply not open to us. We
can only recognize what the first-century
followers of Jesus believed, which was
clearly that demons possessed people
and, in some cases, produced physical
diseases or aberrant behavior.

Second, we should observe that Jesus’
followers saw a theological purpose in
exorcisms. Jesus was bringing in a new
kingdom and driving out the forces of evil
that were seen to control the world. Each
exorcism was another battle in that war.

Third, we noted that the importance of
exorcism as a part of Christian ministry
waned after the resurrection, which was
seen as Jesus’ decisive victory over forces of
evil, as well as over death, which Paul calls
the “last enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). In light of
this, it is very difficult to make a case that
exorcism should play any significant role in
the church’s ministry today.

Finally, whatever the situation was with
demon possession in the first century,
Christians today need not worry about
demons, since we claim the following
promise: “For I am convinced that neither
death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers,
nor things present, nor things to come,
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor
anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38-39). @

! All biblical quotations are taken from the New
Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise
indicated.
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God and Pandemics:
THE RELIGIOUS IMPACT OF “PESTILENCES"

BY REINDER BRUINSMA

Many Christians are wondering whether
the current global plague must be regarded
as one of the pestilences that Christ
predicted would signal his soon return
to this world (Luke 21:11). Theories,
opinions, and conspiracies abound;
however, I want to look at the question
in a broader perspective: What has been
the religious impact of pandemics or
epidemics, and how does that compare
with our reaction to COVID-19?

Past and Present
Deadly pandemics in the Bible are

invariably characterized as the result of
divine intervention. The sixth plague

in Egypt, with its “festering boils” that
affected humans and livestock (Exod. 9:9,
NIV, NRSV), may certainly qualify as an
epidemic. The sudden demise of 185,000
Assyrian soldiers (Isaiah 37:36) during
their assault on Jerusalem, in the reign of
Judal’s King Hezekiah (729-686 B.C.), was
described by the Bible as God’s vengeance
and explained by ancient Greek historian

Herodotus as an epidemic caused by
infected mice.

The Plague of Athens (430-426 B.C.),
which claimed the lives of more than
a quarter of the city’s population, may
have been an outbreak of typhoid,' and
smallpox may have claimed as many
as 5 million in the Antonine Plague
of A.D. 165-180. A century later the
Cyprian plague brought havoc to the
Mediterranean region, and the Justinian
Plague—possibly an early manifestation
of bubonic plague—began in the
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mid-sixth century and was followed by
decades of new outbreaks, during which
the population in some areas may have
been reduced by as much as 40 percent.

The Black Death. The most dramatic
plague was “Black Death,” a disease
referred to as bubonic plague. It
originated in China in 1334 and spread
to Europe, Russia, and the Middle
East. The Black Death annihilated
entire communities. Although the total
number of victims remains unknown,
some experts put the death toll at
approximately 75 million. As many as
half of all Europeans died.

Smallpox. One of the great successes
of humankind’s fight against deadly
diseases was the eradication of smallpox
(variola) in the early 1980s. In the 20th
century alone, smallpox killed nearly 300
million people—three times more than
the combined number of deaths from
all of the wars in that period.” Smallpox
made a tremendous geopolitical impact.
The great Islamic expansion across
North Africa and the Iberian Peninsula
from the sixth to eighth centuries had
spread smallpox across Africa and
Europe. Colonization exported the
disease to the Americas and other
continents, in the process eliminating
many indigenous populations.

In the 18th century, variolation—
that is, inoculating individuals with
material from a smallpox-infected
person to immunize them—became a

method to stem the disease. This was
the precursor to the smallpox vaccine
developed in Victorian times. Objection
to vaccination is not new: even in the
19th century, inoculation was suspected
of being unchristian. Britain already had
campaigns by anti-vaccinationists, and
on the European continent, opposition
against inoculation lasted even longer.?

The Spanish Flu. Seven waves of
cholera rolled across the world in the
19th and early 20th centuries. Although
a cholera vaccine was created in 1885,
the pandemics continued, and even
today the bacterial disease remains a
threat when sanitary conditions are
seriously compromised.

The influenza of 1918, though, is
often regarded as the first truly global
pandemic, with fatalities as high as 50
million or even 100 million—far more
than the death toll from World War 1.

It became known as the Spanish flu, not
because the disease originated in Spain,
but because that country had remained
neutral in the world war and provided

uncensored reporting of the death toll.*

Since 1918. For a long time, diseases
such as measles or poliomyelitis (polio)
exacted a high death toll. The extremely
contagious Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome (SARS), which first surfaced
in 2002, caused international concern
because of its high mortality rate but
was kept under control. Appearance of
“bird flu” set off another global scare.

The HIN1 (swine flu) pandemic of
2009 infected 10 percent of the world’s
population, with an estimated 20,000
fatalities, though some speculate a much
higher number. The Ebola outbreak of
2014-2016, although confined mostly to
Central Africa and West Africa, caused
worldwide concern due to its extreme
contagiousness and high case fatality rate,
and recent reports indicate that this horrible
disease may again raise its ugly head.
Perhaps the most notorious pandemic
in the Western world was HIV and
AIDS. Damir Huremovi¢, a prominent
New York psychiatrist, wrote, “HIV/
AIDS is a slowly progressing global
pandemic, cascading through decades of
time, different continents, and different
populations”® Although HIV infected
tens of millions of people, so far no
vaccine exists to prevent it, and the
worldwide death toll is over 40 million.
The number of victims would have been
higher if effective medication had not
enabled people to live with the virus as a
chronic but controlled condition.

God and Pandemics

What is the religious impact of these
pandemics? Comments by University
of Cambridge historian Andrew
Cunningham are worth quoting:

“For Christians the visitation of
disease has always been an ambiguous
matter, since their God is a benign god,
and nothing happens without His will
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and knowledge. Obviously, God sends
disease, and obviously it must be as
punishment for sin. But it was not always
clear, even to men of religion, quite which
sins were being punished by a particular
visitation of a pestilence, nor why the
good died under God’s justice as well as
the wicked”® In actual fact, “there is no
single predictable religious response,” as
environments also greatly differ.”

Let’s concentrate on the religious impact
of the Black Death, the Spanish flu, the
HIV/AIDS pandemic, and the current
COVID-19 crisis, with special attention to
Seventh-day Adventist believers.

God and the Black Death. Barbara W.
Tuchman, a two-time Pulitzer Prize-
winning historian, provides a detailed
description of the impact of Black Death
in “the calamitous 14th century” that
includes the religious aspects.® She
explains that a vast majority of people
were convinced that human sin had
evoked divine wrath and that people
needed to do everything possible to
appease God. The blame was to a large
extent laid upon Jews, with traditional
accusations of their being Christ-killers,
of desecrating the host [bread used in
Eucharist], and poisoning wells. The
result was expulsion, persecution, and
seizure of Jewish property.

The church, which in many ways
formed the backbone of medieval society,
took a severe battering. Clergy died at the
same rate as the rest of the population,
their number sharply diminished while
their reputation was severely tarnished
by ethical abuses and lack of moral
standards.’” As a result of the plague, “a
terrible pessimism permeated society.”
Many adopted a “live-for-today” attitude,
while others “went off the deep end with
quackery and mysticism.”'° Says Tuchman,
“The sense of a vanishing future created a

»]]

kind of dementia of despair’

Penitent processions were one of the
most radical attempts to appease an
angry God. Flagellants, for example,
beat themselves until blood flowed,

believing that their physical suffering
was redemptive.

It was to be expected
that many Christians
would regard these past
plagues as signs of the
certainty of Christ's
coming and that
Adventists who lived
through the Spanish flu,
who saw how HIV and
AIDS ravaged particular
segments of society,
would emphasize this.

Pope Clement’s formulation of the
theory of indulgences linked forgiveness of
sins with the exchange of money: people
could buy a share in “the treasury of merit”
accumulated by the blood of Christ and
the good deeds of the Virgin Mary and
the saints, and thus acquire a pardon for
personal sins. Tuchman concludes: “What
the Church gained in revenue by this
arrangement was matched in the end by
loss in respect. ... The Church emerged from
the plague richer if not more unpopular’*
God and the Spanish Flu. The Spanish
flu of 1918 caused unimaginable mayhem
in Europe and around the world. But

since it was of relatively short duration,
the crisis soon faded from public memory
and later was often referred to as the
“forgotten pandemic.”

Western scientists knew by this time
how influenza was spread, so they
recommended the temporary closing of
public buildings. While many Protestant,
Catholic, and Jewish leaders were willing
to comply, some believed the doors of
their churches and synagogues should
remain open."

In response to the viruses that have
caused near omnipresent death since 1918,
“some turn to traditional religions and
deities, as before, but most are turning to
our secular deity, the state” for a solution
to the problems caused by the pandemic,
only to find that “our faith in modern
states cannot make the virus go away”"*
Not surprisingly, one of the ramifications
of the Spanish flu was an increase in the
popularity of occult practices such as
communicating with the dead.

The diverse religious response to
the Spanish flu in South Africa was
reflected in other regions of the world.
In the space of just six weeks, the flu
killed approximately 300,000 South
Africans, or roughly 6 percent of the
population. Hindus, Jews, and Muslims
all acknowledged that the pandemic
had a divine cause, but they remained
mostly quiet, at least publicly, about why
the people should deserve this divine
action. Traditional African religions saw
the plague as the revenge of indignant
ancestors—or caused by nefarious
witches or wizards.

Historian Howard Phillips writes
that Christian clergy pointed to “divine
visitation” as punishment for sins."

As always, he says, “generic sins like
immorality, drunkenness, and lax church
attendance featured prominently in the
list of those that were said to have called
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forth God’s wrath”** And, as could be
expected, both a global World War I and
the devastating plague were put into an
eschatological framework and seen by

many as signs heralding the soon return
of Christ.

A book written by James Edson White
(1849-1928), which was updated and
published in 1938 by Alonzo L. Baker,
referred to the Spanish flu as “the most
decimating pestilence of all history”"” Yet
this pattern of thought did not appear
to characterize Adventist thinking when
the pandemic was actually taking place.
Seventh-day Adventist church members
were surely not immune to the Spanish flu,
but we have no way of knowing how many
succumbed to it."* Most of our information
about it comes from Adventist commentary
within the United States. West Virginia
Conference President T. B. Westbrook
wrote in November 1918: “If there was ever
a time in the history of the world when
we needed to offer incense (pray) to God
for help it is now. All our churches are
closed, and some lines of the work are at a
standstill. The plague, or Spanish Influenza
epidemic, is raging everywhere and there
are many dead bodies in every place””

Interestingly, we have no evidence
of Adventist protests against limiting
religious freedom once authorities
demanded in 1918 that churches and
schools be closed, though one article
in the Review and Herald noted the
scarcity of medical personnel.*” Church
leaders at various levels urged the
members to isolate when needed and
to “exercise intelligent faith” in dealing
with the enormous threat, mindful of the
principles of the church’s health message.
Many Adventist schools, meanwhile,
saw a significant increase in enrollment
in medical courses, and Adventist
periodicals carried extensive advertising
for the Red Cross.”!

A survey of Adventist reactions to the
1918 influenza as seen in the Columbia
Union Visitor gives little indication that
church leaders and members saw the
pandemic primarily as a sign of the
nearness of Christ’s second coming.
Numerous articles reported, rather, how
the church did all it could to continue its
various ministries.”

God and HIV/AIDS. Acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) was
first identified and named in 1981. Its
precise origin is still unknown. The HIV/
AIDS disease differs in a very significant
aspect from other pandemics, in that the
initial expansion (in the United States, in
particular) was predominantly among
gay men.

Its connection with homosexuality
and also with substance abuse, together
with an initial high death rate, led many
conservative Christians to believe that
God was using AIDS to punish the (in
their eyes) heinous sin of homosexuality.
Some, such as Jerry Falwell (1933-

2007), were adamant that the virus was
a biological judgment on those who
engaged in sexual promiscuity and drug
abuse. Mainline Christian churches
generally rejected such stigmatization,
and several started initiatives to minister
to victims of AIDS.

Many Christians still see a moral
dilemma regarding how to deal with
persons with AIDS. On the one hand, they
“blame the victim by defining AIDS as
punishment for sin” while, on the other
hand, they recognize that sick people need
care.” These views continue to underline
the incorrect idea that HIV/AIDS is
invariably linked to a gay lifestyle.

Because of the frequent association
of HIV/AIDS with homosexuality,
Adventists have seemed reluctant to
speak about it. In 1987 the denomination
established an AIDS Committee. A few

conferences were held at different levels
of the church, and some AIDS-related
initiatives were undertaken, notably

in Africa. Activities by the Adventist
Development and Relief Agency (ADRA)
deserve special mention.

Gradually official Adventist journals
began to publish articles about the AIDS
epidemic, as a rule being careful to avoid
giving the impression that HIV/AIDS was
also a problem in the Adventist Church.
They remained circumspect in speaking
about the issue of homosexuality, due
to the church’s strong rejection of it.
Adventist sociologist Ronald L. Lawson,
emeritus professor of Queens College
(City University of New York), concluded
a detailed survey of Adventist attitudes
toward HIV/AIDS with this sobering
statement: “The response of the Seventh-
day Adventist church to the AIDS crisis
has been extraordinarily slight”*

An official statement about HIV/AIDS
issued in 1990 by the quinquennial world
congress in Indianapolis referred to the
moral questions surrounding the pandemic
but avoided the term “homosexuality”

The statement acknowledged that AIDS
had made its entrance into the Adventist
Church and stressed the importance

of accepting persons with AIDS and
ministering to them.”

When Lawson conducted his
research in Africa, he found that many
denominational leaders there denied the
existence of AIDS in the Adventist church
even though, in reality, HIV/AIDS was a
major crisis among believers, especially in
the countries around Lake Victoria, where
there is a high density of Adventists.

God and COVID-19. 1t is too early
to analyze in any depth the religious
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Certainly, we may see significant lasting
changes in the way people “do” church
(or synagogue or mosque) as a result of

WWW.ATODAY.COM

17



the physical closure of large numbers of
places of worship around the world and
the extensive use of online platforms for
communal worship.

The titles of two small books
by Christian authors illustrate the
different theological interpretations
of the pandemic. In Corona Crisis:
Plagues, Pandemics, and the Coming
Apocalypse, Professor Mark Hitchcock
of the conservative Dallas Theological
Seminary places COVID-19 in an
eschatological context. The global health
crisis, he maintains, is a prelude to
Earth’s final events.?

In God and the Pandemic, prominent
New Testament theologian Tom Wright
looks at the coronavirus outbreak from
quite a different perspective.”” We must
accept that we do not fully understand
events, he says, and we must acknowledge
that humans play a role in what happens,
and Christians in particular have special
responsibilities in confronting the
consequences of such events.

We find this same dual track in the
Adventist media. The eschatological
emphasis, which is very pronounced in
the media of independent ministries on
the right wing of the church, can also be
seen in some official church statements.
An Adventist Review news article about
COVID-19 vaccines combined both the
eschatological and pragmatic aspects:
“Seventh-day Adventists look to the
coming of Christ as the great culmination
of history and the end of all disease,
suffering, and death. At the same time, we
have been entrusted with the Adventist
health message” that teaches “healthful
living through practical and wholistic
lifestyle behaviors”

Generally, official denominational
media have spent the most time on
pragmatic aspects of the pandemic, such
as worship services and keeping the

church running during this crisis. They
stress that many of the church’s ministries
have continued to function and that new
creative initiatives have been launched.

Adventist Review, to
its credit, has decried
false, alarmist ideas
that are circulating
among Adventists
and pointed out that
any linking of the
mark of the beast
with a COVID-19
vaccine has no basis in
Adventism's traditional
eschatological
understanding.

Conspiracy Theories

I have already said that during the
14th-century bubonic plague, Jews were
scapegoated. Spanish flu conspiracy
theories often focused on the Germans;
fake news reports claimed that German
submarines purposely spread the disease
around the world.

Not surprisingly, millions have
embraced various conspiracy theories
in connection with the COVID-

19 pandemic. Existing conspiracy
movements, including anti-5G and

anti-vaccine groups, have melted into
new umbrella-like conspiracies, such as
the ID2020 theory. According to fringe
Christian conspiracy sites, the vaccines
are a cover for implanting some

form of microchip, radio frequency
implantation (RFID) chip, or other
digital tracking device. The plan is,
allegedly, part of a global New World
Order. These microchips, some argue,
may well represent the apocalyptic
mark of the beast.

It was to be expected that such
theories would appeal to segments of
the Adventist Church, since media
on its right wing have long been open
to conspiracy theories. They did not,
however, speak with one voice with
regard to any linkage between the
COVID-19 vaccine and the “mark of the
beast” One YouTube video circulated
by Walter Veith “put the vaccine in the
context of manipulation and control
by the Jesuits”? David Gates, an
independent Adventist evangelist who
itinerates around the world, promotes
the idea that the COVID-19 vaccines,
together with the 5G signal, are a satanic
tool to destroy humanity and make
human beings into automatons.*

Adventist Review, to its credit, decried
false, alarmist ideas that are circulating
among Adventists and pointed out that
any linking of the mark of the beast with
a COVID-19 vaccine has no basis in
Adventism’s traditional eschatological
understanding. The article downplays
the eschatological significance of the
pandemic, warns against acceptance of
these and other extremely speculative
ideas, and encourages church members to
place full trust in the vaccines that have
been developed.*!

In an article for Amazing Facts
ministries, Gary Gibbs, president of the
Pennsylvania Conference, insisted that
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“the mark of the beast concerns enforced
worship,” and “this is not an element of
the current pandemic”*

Pandemics as Signs of the End
Whenever pandemics struck, Christians
asked whether they were seeing a sign

of Christ’s second coming, and this is a
question many are asking today. In Luke’s
version of the Olivet discourse, Christ
mentions among the signs of the end the
occurrence of “earthquakes, famines and
pestilences in many places” (Luke 21:11,
emphasis added). (In some versions of
Matthew 24:7, these “pestilences” are also
mentioned, but scholarly opinion almost
unanimously supports the view that the
original Matthean text omits this word.)
The signs of the end would signal the
impending doom over Jerusalem, fulfilled
when the Romans destroyed that city in
A.D. 70, and would also remind mankind
of the certainty of the second coming of
Christ at the end of time.

The traditional Seventh-day Adventist
view has been that the time of the end
began around the time of the French
Revolution, when “the great tribulation”
caused by the medieval papacy had come
to an end. In line with this view, signs
of the times were expected to occur
from that point onward. Epidemics and
pandemics that occurred since then,
such as the Spanish flu and the current
COVID-19 crisis, thus qualify as the
pestilences Christ predicted.

Hans K. LaRondelle (1929-2011),

a prominent Adventist eschatologist,
emphasized that the so-called “signs

of the end” cannot be placed in any
chronological order. They are “signs

of the age, and characterize the entire
period between Jesus’ two advents”*
Adventist theologian Jon Paulien
likewise warns against placing too
much emphasis on the time element of

the signs.** According to this view, all
epidemics and pandemics of the last two
millennia may be seen as genuine signs
of the times. They all are signals pointing
mankind to the climax of history, the
second coming of Jesus Christ.

It was to be expected that many
Christians would regard these past
plagues as signs of the certainty of
Christ’s coming and that Seventh-day
Adventist Christians who lived through
the Spanish flu, who saw how HIV and
AIDS ravaged particular segments of
society, would emphasize this. It would
go against our spiritual DNA if Adventists
did not regard the COVID-19 pandemic
as a sign of the second coming; indeed,
it is surprising that the eschatological
dimension does not dominate the
response of most Adventist Christians to
the current pandemic.

But perhaps Seventh-day Adventists
have gradually learned that although the
signs of the times surely are important,
it is unwise to point to one particular
event—momentous though it may be—
as proof that Christ's coming is perhaps
a matter of months, or at most a few
years, from fulfillment. Perhaps we have
learned, at long last, that Christ will come
on his own schedule. @
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