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ulture 1s usually defined as a system of shared beliefs, values,

customs, behaviors, and artifacts that members of a society

use to cope with their world and with one another. These

are transmitted from generation to generation through learning.

Even if we were to allow for the totally unjus-
tified presupposition that a person enters this
world as a Zabula rasa (blank slate), we would need
to agree that she would soon be subject to the
forces of culture. She would shape her personality,
acquire her worldview and belief system, norms,
and behavior in constant, partly subconscious
interaction with the dominant culture and the sub-
culture(s) in which she participates.

Adventists are not immune to these influences.
Adventism around the world has in varying
degrees inherited a strong dose of American cul-
ture. Like it or not, Adventism was “made in
America.” It started in a nineteenth-century
American frontier setting, and there it acquired a
definite flavor that remained a prominent feature as
it traveled across the Midwest to California and
into the South.!

[t is impossible to provide a comprehensive
overview of all important aspects of this
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Americanness of Adventism. But I would like to
discuss a few aspects that I consider most signifi-
cant from a European perspective.

Adventism’s American Roots

[t seems to me that much of Adventism’s pragmat-
ic and almost entrepreneurial spirit is closely
linked to the philosophical outlook that has long
dominated in the United States. Although America
has experienced a variety of schools of philosophy
that passed through the Western world, (Scottish)
common sense realism pervaded the world of the
Adventist pioneers, and no current of thought has
been so consistently central in the United States as
utilitarianism and other forms of pragmatism.?
The democratization of theology and church
life in America is at least as important.® The idea
that the layperson and the theologian are equally
qualified to understand and interpret the Bible
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goes a long way toward explaining the hearing that uned-
ucated people like William Miller, other Millerite leaders,
and the Adventist pioneers received from so many people.

Furthermore, early Adventism was strongly influ-
enced by a number of religious currents that were
successful on the frontier, such as “primitive” forms of
Protestantism like the Christian Connection and the
American version of Methodism.* Naturally, the strong
Puritan hold on much of America’s early religious
development also left its imprint on Adventism.

In addition, Adventism eagerly embraced the ideals of
a number of reform movements promoted by other
Christians in nineteenth-century America. Many early
Adventists were involved with antislavery initiative, and
they were deeply interested in the temperance movement
and various aspects of heath reform.”

Adventism did not develop its theology in a vacuum.
The shadow of anti-Trinitarian thinking, which some of
the pioneers inherited from their religious roots, continued
to hover for decades over the new movement.® Adventist
theology also shows the marks of what has often been
called “America’s obsession with the millennium.”

Moreover, from the last decades of the nineteenth
century onward, Seventh-day Adventistism shared a
strong anti-Catholic attitude with the majority of other
Protestant Christians.® A clear parallel can also be
observed between waves of strong fundamentalist think-
ing in the Adventist Church and in American
Protestantism in general.’

In administrative matters, the organizational pat-
terns and terminology adopted by the Adventist
Church were clearly inspired by ecclesiastical models
current in nineteenth- and twentieth-century America
and by American political structures.” The fact that
the Adventist Church has adopted a presidential sys-
tem is clearly linked to this heritage.

Likewise, important institutions in Adventism were
borrowed and adapted from other American denomina-
tions. The Sabbath School—for adults and children—
was clearly modeled after the evangelical Sunday
School that originated late in the eighteenth century
and was consolidated by 1870."

European Adventism and American
Adventism
Some Seventh-day Adventist historians have eagerly

searched for Adventism’s European roots. Possible
connections with the Reformation, and, in particular,
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with certain strands of the Anabaptist movement (bap-

tism and the Sabbath, for example) have been a promi-
nent theme.'? However interesting such searches may
be, the fact remains that the Seventh-day Adventist
Church was—more than anything else—an American
church imported into Europe from the United States."

Some of the first Adventist preachers and leaders in
Europe were Americans born in Europe, or they were
second-generation Americans. John Matteson and Louis
R. Conradi are prime examples.'* Others, like James
Erzberger, converted to Adventism in Europe, but almost
immediately left for the United States for further training.'”

Since then, European Adventism has retained many
teatures that originated in the American cultural context.
But interaction with other cultures has also influenced it,
as can be seen among thousands of members who have
migrated from the Caribbean region to Western Europe.'

The movement of members within Europe has com-
plicated the picture, as, notably, members from Romania
and other Central European countries have migrated
westward. If anything, their arrival in Western Europe
has underlined the fact that European Adventism comes
in several distinct varieties. In addition, there are marked
differences between the Adventist subcultures of Southern
Europe and Northern Europe.

But even when we factor in these differences in the
way Adventism manifests itself in Europe, there is every
Justification to distinguish between American and
European Adventism.

Listed below are a number of significant differences
I have observed while traveling widely in Europe and the
United States. In many ways, the differences are more
pronounced in Western Europe, but Central and Eastern
European societies are changing at a breathtaking rate
and, with them, the Adventist Church in this region. As a
result, differences between Western and Central Europe
are no longer as significant as they once were.

Both Europe and the United States are highly secular
socleties. Yet, there are major differences. Whereas a large
percentage of Americans continues to attend church and
support organized religion, a much smaller percentage of
citizens in Europe do so."” This pattern can also be seen in
the Adventist Church, particularly on its fringes.

Europeans differ from Americans in their view of the
church. Traditionally, many European countries have had
a state church, or established church.'® Those who did not
belong to these churches might attend “free” churches, but
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they had fewer rights and less social prestige. Seventh-day
Adventism has often been considered a sect in Europe,
and it has long had a dubious reputation. This situation
has changed considerably in recent decades, making
Adventism more socially acceptable.

In contrast, the United States turned its back on the
idea of an established church soon after its founding
and opted instead for a pattern of voluntarism known
as denominationalism. Although a pecking order still
exists among denominations in terms of social prestige,
Adventists in the United States have traditionally tended
to place themselves on a higher social level than have their
brothers and sisters in Europe.*

I believe that American Adventists tend to be more opti-
mistic than European (certainly Western European)
Adventists. Although Calvinism historically had a strong
influence on American religion and Arminian tendencies
have largely replaced the original widespread predestinar-
ian beliefs, the stress on human free will carried inherent
optimism. As a result, American religion became preemi-
nently practical and individualistic.®

As a result, it produced evangelists rather than theolo-
gians. American historian Henry Steele Commager
once observed: “It is scarcely an exaggeration to say
that during the nineteenth century and well into the
twentieth, religion prospered while theology went
slowly bankrupt.”' The Adventist Church in Europe
imported its evangelists from the United States,
but it exported many of its theologians to America.*

The pragmatic outlook of American Adventism can
also be seen in a superabundance of independent min-
istries. No one knows how many there are. They vary in
size from one-man, low budget operations to organiza-
tions with multimillion dollar budgets and hundreds of
employees.?’

Periodic waves of extreme fundamentalism and
Protestant right-wing ideas (abortion, capitalism, anti-
socialism, and so forth) have probably influenced
American Adventism to a greater extent than
European Adventism.**

In the eyes of many Europeans, American Adventists not only
have a strange obsession with separation of church and state,
but they also appear to be quite inconsistent. Prayer in public
schools and at public events is deemed unacceptable, but there
seems to be no problem with flying the American flag in
church. This never ceases to amaze Europeans.
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Europeans also note with interest that the Adventist
Church in the United States has traditionally refused sub-
sidies (for instance, with its educational system), whereas
in many cases European Adventist leaders have actively
sought them.*

Most Adventists in North America have apparently aban-
doned the ideal of military noncombatancy. Adventist
servicemen and women who return from active duty in
the United States are not criticized for choosing military
careers but tend to be applauded because of their patriot-
ism. In Europe, by contrast, Adventists by and large
continue to uphold the ideal of noncombatancy.

In European countries that until recently had a
conscription system, many Adventists not only refused
to bear arms, they also opted whenever possible for
alternative (preferably humanitarian) service outside
the military. It may well be that the bitter controversy
about military service around World War I-——which
constituted one of the main issues in the schism between
the Adventist Church and the Reformed Adventists—
is still not fully forgotten.

In addition, it should be noted that European
Adventists have tended to be less critical of labor
union membership than have their American brethren.

Other notable differences also exist in the way American
and Western European Adventists apply certain “Adven-
tist” standards. European Adventists may be stricter in
their Sabbath keeping. Eating out in restaurants on Sab-
bath and spending money on Sabbath (for example, buying
fuel) are activities still largely taboo among Adventists in
Europe. However, Europeans have always been more
relaxed about wedding rings, and today are considerably
more comfortable with modest amounts of jewelry.

In addition, large numbers of European Adventists
have long objected to Christmas trees, and this atti-
tude still lingers in some quarters, whereas American
Adventists are more tolerant of them. For a long time,
the American church also appeared more relaxed than
its European counterpart in dealing with divorce and
remarriage, but today those differences may be small.
Furthermore, the European Church may now be more
“understanding” with regard to cohabitation than is
the Church in the United States.

As George R. Knight points out, Adventists have
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never had a systematic procedure for the formation of
standards and have still not moved beyond the ad hoc pro-
cedures of their forebears.””

The status attributed to Ellen G. White probably differs
among Adventists in Europe and the United States.
A number of factors may account for this. In some parts
of Europe, Louis Conradi’s reluctance—and subsequent
unwillingness—to accept her as a prophet from God has
lingered.*®

Also, the facts that not many Europeans in the past
could read English and that few of Ellen White’s books
were available in their own languages also meant that
they had limited access to her writings. In addition, many
Europeans were probably reluctant to elevate her lest they
be linked to what many perceived as an American sect—
which, like Mormonism, had its own prophet.

I am not aware of any studies that compare differences in
apocalyptic perceptions between American and European
Adventists. On both continents, we currently see a wide
spectrum of opinions. Adventists can be found on both
who adamantly assert that traditional prophetic interpre-
tations are still valid, whereas others insist just as forceful-
ly that the Church should distance itself from its histori-
cist approach to apocalyptic prophecy.®

However, there is reason to think that America’s
alleged role in the end-time scenario has usually received
less attention in Europe than in the United States. Also,
American Adventists have traditionally manifested more
concern about the danger of repressive Sunday laws than
have their European counterparts.®

Finally, there are distinct differences in the way European
and American Adventists have traditionally conducted
evangelism. Many in Europe have feared the inevitable
altar call that comes with visits of American speakers!

Facing Diversity Constructively

Diversity within worldwide Adventism far exceeds dif-
ferences between its American and European members.
One must also remember that there are differences
within American Adventism and within European
Adventism, both theologically and culturally. But
today, the greatest divide within the Church may not
be rooted in national or regional cultures, or conserva-
tive, evangelical, or liberal theological orientations.

I am more and more convinced that another, ever-
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widening abyss threatens the unity of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church. The Church is still in many parts of
the world very modern in its thinking and operations,
especially its bureaucratic structure. However, slowly but
surely, it has a growing postmodern element in many
parts of the Western World that has an entirely new way
of relating to the Adventist metanarrative. Whether it will
successfully meet this unprecedented challenge remains to
be seen.”

t is not easy to answer the question, How much diver-

sity can be tolerated? When it comes to cultural diver-

sity, it would seem that at least in theory the degree of
diversity that can be handled is related more to practi-
cal issues than theological and philosophical concerns.

Theological diversity is a different matter. I believe
that a fair degree of diversity in theological views is both
Inevitable and desirable. It is inevitable, because of differ-
ences in cultural and educational backgrounds and because
we have received the priceless gift of independent thought.

It is desirable because without dialogue—and without
a continuous search for a better understanding of what it
believes—the Church will soon cease to be a living body
and will serve only as a museum for a particular nine-
teenth-century current of religious thought.

The issue is not whether diversity—particularly theo-
logical diversity—can be tolerated, but how much of'it can
exist without endangering the unity of the Church. This
raises the question how much of Adventist theology must
be shared by all, and how much can be considered option-
al without risking a schism or dangerous fragmentation.

Must all twenty-eight Fundamental Beliefs be upheld
for a person to be considered an Adventist in good stand-
ing? What about other traditional Adventist views not
listed among the Fundamental Beliefs, but nevertheless
considered essential “pillars of the faith” by segments of
the Church? Although some would hesitate to agree, in
actual practice the Church seems to operate on the princi-
ple that not all of its doctrines are equally important.

Space does not permit an in-depth discussion in this
article of a curious taxonomy of beliefs that can be detect-
ed at times. For instance, a person who denies the doctrine
of the Trinity or has unorthodox views on the pre-exis-
tence of Christ or the doctrine of the atonement usually
faces far fewer problems than someone who confesses to
flexibility on the meaning of 1844.

Determining what parts of Adventist teaching are
absolutely essential for maintaining an Adventist identity
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is admittedly a highly subjective matter. I wonder whether
a proposed taxonomy of doctrine by George Lindbeck, a
distinguished historical theologian, might offer a profitable
point of departure.”

Following Lindbeck’s lead, I would suggest that
doctrines might be divided into three distinct cate-
gories: (1) doctrines universally held in Christianity;

(2) doctrines unique to one church or several eccles-
iastical bodies that largely determine the theological
identity of that church or body; and (8) other doctrines
and views generally held by members of a particular eccle-
siastical body but that have varying degrees of support.

If the Fundamental Beliefs and other important views
and practices of the Adventist Church were categorized
along these lines, one might argue that the main substance
of doctrines in categories one and two must be shared
by all who want to be called Seventh-day Adventists,
whereas considerable diversity might be tolerated with
regard to category three.

[ realize that consensus in this matter would not come
easily. Some would welcome a reassessment of relative
weights among various Fundamental Beliefs and would be
prepared to classify some as less essential than others.
Others would protest and suggest that any such attempts
to classify doctrines would set the Church off on a slip-
pery slope toward utter relativism.

However, it seems to me that the discussion cannot be
avoided. Too many people have begun to wonder why pre-
vious generations of Adventist believers could remain in
good and regular standing with far fewer Fundamental
Beliefs than we currently have, yet they were able to deal
constructively with far more diversity than many in
today’s Adventist Church are willing to consider.

n conclusion, let me suggest a few approaches that

might help build bridges between different segments

of the Adventist Church and assist leaders and mem-

bers to deal more constructively and positively with
diversity within it. Again, as a European Adventist, I will
focus on the European situation.

It is important to realize that Christianity has been
highly diverse from its inception, whether we think
of first-century Christianity, medieval Christianity, or
the church in the Reformation era.** Few Adventists
appreciate this fact adequately.

Early Adventism was also far more diverse than many
Adventists today realize. It would seem proper to stress
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this diversity more prominently in our publications and
preaching, because doing so would help members under-
stand that considerable flexibility has always characterized
the Church.

Many people fear change. This statement applies to
Seventh-day Adventists as well as others. It is important
to educate church members more fully about the reality of
change—including doctrinal change—in the past.** Doing
so will help members accept it more easily.

Our universities and colleges may need to be more
intentional in providing prospective ministers with the
skills to facilitate change. Adventist Review editor William
Johnsson suggests that the Church needs a biblical view of
change, possibly even a theology of change.”

The legitimacy of contextualization needs more emphasis.”
Although the Church’s missiologists and better-informed
leaders have gradually accepted the need for inculturation
or contextualization, there is still enormous confusion

at the grassroots level about the distinction between form
and content. There is need for a concerted educational
effort to increase awareness among members about the
role of culture.

Members must be helped to appreciate the fact that
biblical teaching must be deconstructed to discover the
core beneath the cultural packaging in which it was deliv-
ered, and they must be helped to understand that the orig-
inal message must be retranslated into current languages
and repackaged in culturally relevant ways without com-
promising that message.

Most European Adventists at the grassroots level do
not fully appreciate the extent to which Adventism has
been packaged in American ways. Nor do they understand
that many of these wrappings can be safely discarded and
replaced with forms more appropriate to the European
scene. This means that further Europeanization of
Adventism is not only legitimate but also essential if the
Church expects to reach its target audiences in Europe.

More specifically, the Adventist Church must be encour-
aged to deal with the realities of diversity it faces in a con-
structive and creative manner in sustained dialogue with
various segments of local church constituencies. While
remaining faithful to its core doctrines and values,
Adventism must be packaged in culturally relevant ways.
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The resulting diversity will be challenging at times,

but refusing to allow it will create a greater danger.
Present and coming generations will simply walk away
from the Church if they find it does not speak to the actu-
alities of their life situations.

Finally, it is important to encourage church leaders to
forcefully resist the temptation to prescribe everything
for the entire world through policies outlined in an ever-
expanding church manual and other official documents.
Church leadership at higher levels should focus on major,
fundamental principles and leave the issue of how such
principles might be translated into action to the church
entities that know the cultures in which they operate.

Clearly, Adventist educators must play a vital role
in building awareness of these issues, especially since
they work in a unique environment of diversity, with
teachers and students from many different back-
grounds. Their goal should not be how to find ways of
discouraging diversity. Instead, they must have a clear
vision to creatively foster a climate in which people
from all nations—regardless of cultural or ethnic
background—gladly allow for a significant degree of
theological diversity while standing united on a firm
platform of essential truths and worshiping God in
ways that are culturally satisfying.
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