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Pleased pastors

Even though I am retired 
from pastoral ministry for 

over 20 years, I still enjoy the 
magazine. I appreciate the 
book reviews as some are not 
available from Adventist Book 
Centers. Nevertheless, I have 
been able to receive them 
from other sources. Keep up 
the good work and may the 
Lord richly bless your ministry.
—R. D. Trim, pastor, Nerang, Queensland, 
Australia

I am a pastor in the Texas 
Conference, and I’m just writ-

ing to you all to say thanks for 
Ministry: International Journal 
for Pastors. I look forward 
to reading the articles every 
month. I can say with all 
honesty that it has given me 
great counsel and enriched 
my relationship with God.
—Sergio Ochaeta, pastor, Austin, Texas, 
United States

The October 2019 Ministry 
magazine is one of the 

most relevant issues I have 
read in a while. Specifically, 
the articles “I Nearly Killed My 
Wife” (Gabor Mihalec) and 
“Team Ministry” (Jonas and 

Raquel Arrais). Thank you 
so much for your ministry to 
pastors and their families! 
May God bless you as you 
continue to serve Him. 
—Jerry Rimer, pastor, Kentucky-Tennessee 
Conference, United States
 

Poison pills

Thank you for a grouping 
of excellent articles 

covering the Sabbath School 
(August 2019). Sabbath 
School was brilliant in 
its conception because it 
included every age group. 
Over several decades of min-
istry, I have been blessed in 
several places where Sabbath 
School was a great strength-
ening of the congregation 
and its outreach ministry.

There are three “Poison 
Pills” that can kill Sabbath 
School attendance: 

First, when the teacher 
believes that this is his or her 
weekly opportunity to preach 
to his or her “congregation.”

Second, when the teacher 
promotes personal or political 
points of view that very 
often diverge from or even 
contradict the teachings of 

the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, and the lesson for the 
day is not touched.

Third, when a member 
of the class is allowed to 
regularly hijack large blocks 
of time for the purposes 
outlined in 1 and 2 above. 
These “pills” will undoubtedly 
totally torpedo Sabbath 
School [class] attendance.
—Ernest J. Stevenson, DMin, by email

Prison partners

The joint article by 
Edcarlos Menezes and 

Kim Papaioannou (“Preaching 
to the ‘spirits in prison’: A 
study on 1 Peter 3:18–22,” 
June 2019) is creative and 
intriguing. The concern of the 
authors to handle the text 
chosen for exegesis, not as 
an island, isolated from the 
textual mainland by possibly 
“stormy seas,” but as a 
harbor enriched by vessels of 
relevant truth is noteworthy.

The authors demonstrate 
their inclusiveness by 
summarizing four interpre-
tations of the structurally 
complex passage, the fourth 
of which is their preferred 
option. Despite persuasive 
arguments supporting their 
preference, this writer is in 
harmony with the second 
proposal, which appears in 
the Seventh-day Adventist 
Bible Commentary (SDABC). 
The SDABC perspective is 
significantly supported and 
substantiated.
—John Tumpkin, pastor, South Africa  
(For Tumpkin’s expanded explanation, see the 
online version.) 

L E T T E R S

I look forward to reading the articles 

every month. I can say with all honesty 

that it has given me great counsel and 

enriched my relationship with God.
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What do you see?

I was working at Agona-Ashanti 
Secondary School in Ghana when it 
happened. While I was speaking with 

Dr. Joseph Addai, the school chaplain, his 
son suddenly burst into tears.

“Why is he crying?” I asked. The father 
conversed with his son, then turned to me, 
laughing.

“What did he say?” I asked.
“He said, ‘I fear him, the white one.’ ”
Somehow, the sound of my British 

accent emerging from the mouth of an 
African Caribbean was too much for him 
to bear. I wondered to myself, Little man, 
what do you see? I am not a white one.

I realized that, as convicted as I may be 
about something, it’s possible for someone 
else to see it differently. Then what will be 
my response? My choice is either insis-
tence or deference. The longer I’ve lived, 
the more I’ve learned that not everything 
in church is worth insisting on.

One hundred years ago, the 1919 Bible 
Conference confronted our pioneers with 
the question, How will we regard the 
counsels God sends to us through His 
prophets? Opinions differed greatly.1 Today, 
church leaders still have to grapple with 
how to lead persons under their charge 
holding convictions different from theirs.

One day Jesus touched the eyes of a 
blind man and asked him what he saw. 
The man replied, “I see men as trees, walk-
ing” (Mark 8:24, KJV). Just because Jesus is 
present does not mean everything will be 
crystal clear. Paul says this enterprise we 
call church is a great mystery. He supports 
his assertion by pointing to marriage. 
Marriage certainly is a mystery.2 In fact, 
when a couple stands before us as pastors 
to get married, it is not two persons that 
we see, it is six. There is the man that 
he thinks he is, the man that she thinks 
he is, and the man that he really is. And 

there is the woman that she thinks she 
is, the woman that he thinks she is, and 
the woman that she really is. The task of 
marriage is to try to figure out who in the 
world have I married.

Marriage is a mystery, but it is also 
a marvel. We maintain that “God has 
designed marriage in a particular fash-
ion. It is impossible for one partner to 
suffer and the other to prosper. God has 
arranged marriage in a unique way. It is 
impossible for one partner to be down 
and the other up. . . . It is now impossible 
for your spouse to be sad and you to be 
happy. Therefore, don’t try to defeat your 
spouse, because if she is defeated, you 
are defeated. It is to your advantage to 
have win-win situations wherever there is 
conflict.”3 So in the church, leadership can 
never be about winning—unless we are 
winning together.

We have all made mistakes, but with 
2019 behind us and 2020 before us, we 
can declare, “The old has passed away, 
behold, the new has come” (2 Cor. 5:17, 
RSV). I chose to listen to Dr. Addai’s son’s 
perspective over insisting on my convic-
tion. I came to a startling conclusion: from 
his cultural standpoint, I am a white one.4 

As we begin a new decade, how will 
you handle different perspectives? In other 
words, Pastor—what do you see?

1 See Michael W. Campbell, 1919: The Untold Story of Adventism’s Struggle With 
Fundamentalism (Nampa, ID: Pacific Press, 2019).

2 Eph. 5:32; see also 1 Cor. 13:12, 1 John 3:2, and Mike Mason, The Mystery of 
Marriage (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Books, 2005).

3 Jeffrey Brown and Pattiejean Brown, The Total Marriage: A Guide to Successful 
Marriage (Grantham, UK: Autumn House, 2016), 75–78.

4 “Oburoni (or Obroni) is the Akan (or, more specifically, the Twi language) word 
for foreigner, literally meaning ‘those who come from over the horizon.’ It is 
often colloquially translated into ‘white person,’ ” Wikipedia, s.v. “Oburoni,” last 
modified April 28, 2019, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oburoni.

Jeffrey O. Brown, PhD, is 
an associate secretary of 

the General Conference 
Ministerial Association 

and the associate editor 
of Ministry.
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Leadership is a topic on 
which many books have been 
written, seminars presented, 
and lectures given. Leadership 
can be a power for good—or 
evil—depending upon its use.

As a prophecy-led, last-day 
remnant movement, how 
important it is that we have 
a biblical understanding 
and basis for leadership—a 
theology of leadership that 
informs our practice as pastors, 
administrators, educators, and 
other leaders.

Ted N. C. Wilson, PhD,  
is president of the 

General Conference of 
Seventh-day Adventists, 
Silver Spring, Maryland, 

United States.
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The Bible is filled with instruction on godly 
leadership. One of the most instructive 
passages is Micah 6:8: “He has shown 
you, O man, what is good; and what 

does the LORD require of you but to do justly, to 
love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”1

In the book Principles for Christian Leaders, 
Ellen White states, “Solemn are the responsibil-
ities resting upon those who are called to act as 
leaders in the church of God on earth.”2 She then 
refers to the situation Moses faced as described in 
Exodus 18. 

Wise distribution
Moses was “endeavoring to carry alone 

burdens so heavy that he would soon have worn 
away under them,”3 but his father-in-law, Jethro, 
gave Moses godly counsel for wise distribution of 
responsibility, appointing leaders over groups of 
people—thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens. 

Criteria was given as to who should be called 
to leadership. They were to be “able men, such 
as fear God, men of truth, hating covetousness” 
(Exod. 18:21). Further, they were to “judge the 
people at all times” (v. 22), taking care of more 
localized matters so Moses could concentrate on 
matters affecting the entire nation of Israel.

Commenting on this providential arrangement, 
Ellen White states, “The time and strength of 
those who in the providence of God have been 
placed in leading positions of responsibility in 
the church, should be spent in dealing with the 
weightier matters demanding special wisdom and 
largeness of heart.”4
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For pastors, this is especially important coun-
sel because training and equipping your local lay 
leaders and members can greatly increase your 
own effectiveness and the effectiveness of your 
church in its God-given mission. Responsibilities 
are shared, and ownership of the mission is 
carried by all. 

New Testament principles
In the New Testament, we see the same 

principles of piety and justice guiding the leaders 
of God’s people. Inspiration tells us, “In the work 
of setting things in order in all the churches, and 
ordaining suitable men to act as officers, the 
apostles held to the high standards of leadership 
outlined in the Old Testament Scriptures.”5

Some of the high standards are outlined 
in Titus 1:7–9. Those called to a position of 
leadership within the church “must be blameless, 
as a steward of God, not self-willed, not quick-
tempered, not given to wine, not violent, not greedy 
for money, but hospitable, a lover of what is good, 
sober-minded, just, holy, self-controlled, holding 
fast the faithful word as he has been taught, that 
he may be able, by sound doctrine, both to exhort 
and convict those who contradict.”

Much counsel is given on how spiritual leaders 
are to lead in a Christlike way. In 1 Peter 5:2, 3 we 
read: “Shepherd the flock of God which is among 
you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but 
willingly, not for dishonest gain but eagerly; nor 
as being lords over those entrusted to you, but 
being examples to the flock.” This is followed 
closely by the admonition toward humility, 
reminding us that “God resists the proud, but 
gives grace to the humble” (v. 5).

And in the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15, we see 
church leaders working together as a committee, 
basing their decision upon Scripture (see vv. 15-18) 
in resolving conflict and focusing on mission.

The biblical book of Acts and its inspired 
companion, The Acts of the Apostles by Ellen G. 
White, provide a wealth of information leading to 
a theology of leadership for the church.

Humble dependence
In the Seventh-day Adventist Church, we build 

our theology of leadership and practice firmly 
upon the Bible first and then the counsel given 
through the Spirit of Prophecy. Christ is indeed 
the Head of the church (see Eph. 5:23), and we 
should remember we are always subject to Christ, 
the Chief Shepherd, and are not to exercise “kingly 
power” over those we serve.

How does this work in practical terms? Inspired 
counsel invites us to cultivate humble depen-
dence: “Men whom the Lord calls to important 
positions in His work are to cultivate a humble 
dependence upon Him. They are not to seek to 
embrace too much authority; for God has not 
called them to a work of ruling, but to plan and 
counsel with their fellow laborers. Every worker 
alike is to hold himself amenable to the require-
ments and instructions of God.”6

The Bible tells us, “In the multitude of counsel-
ors there is safety,” (Prov. 11:14), and this is why 
committees are so important. The committee 
system is vital to the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, and it is the system under which the 
church operates—starting with local church 
business meetings; to church board meetings; to 
committees at the local conference, union, and 
division; to executive committee meetings; and to 
General Conference Sessions.

How committees work
Committees consist of people who each have a 

voice. They should come to committees with the 
intent to move the mission of the church forward 
rather than to promote any personal agenda. 
Everyone is to work together, allowing the Holy 
Spirit to impress him or her individually.

All committee members are empowered to 
contribute, based on their personal spiritual 
connection with heaven as they ask the Lord to 
guide. They should not feel intimidated or held 
back but should feel free to express their thoughts 
and vote in the way they believe God is guiding 
them. No one should be told how to vote—this 
applies all the way from the local church board 
and business meetings to General Conference 
Sessions.

When counsel is given from senior adminis-
tration, it should be seriously considered, but it 
is not the final word. The final word is from the 
committee through voting. Of course, consensus 
is the ideal, and is worth striving for. When there 
is not a consensus, however, we must rely on the 
normal protocol of simple majority. That does 
not always make everyone happy but is the 
normal way that organizations operate, including 
religious ones. 

The beautiful truth and comforting thought 
about leadership, whether you serve as a pastor, 
educator, or administrator, is this—when you put 
something in God’s hands and move forward in 
what God has said, ultimately, the truth will pre-
vail. The challenge is to be patient knowing that 
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“all things work together for good to those who 
love God, to those who are the called according 
to His purpose” (Rom. 8:28).

Practical spirituality
A humble, living connection with Christ is vital 

for all spiritual leaders. Following are some areas 
that can help strengthen spiritual leadership 
effectiveness: 

Study of and literal belief in the Word of God. 
Take time to daily study the Bible and allow the 
Word to soak into your very being. Study to 
show yourself approved unto God (2 Tim. 
2:15). Our church has long held to the 
historical-biblical method of interpreting 
Scripture by allowing the Bible to 
interpret itself, accepting it as it reads.

Know the 28 fundamental beliefs. 
Know our beliefs and realize they are 
based on the Word of God. Teach 
them to others and promote them. 
Feed God’s sheep the Word of God 
(see John 21:16).

Study and trust the Spirit of 
Prophecy. Accept the Spirit of 
Prophecy as one of God’s greatest 
gifts to His remnant people and read 
it daily. It has counsel for nearly every 
aspect of the Christian life and is as 
relevant today as when it was written. 
Believe Revelation 12:17 and 19:10.

Have an active prayer life. As a pastor 
and leader, you cannot survive without 
an active, personal prayer life that puts you 
in contact with the heavenly source of all 
wisdom and guidance. Pray often (1 Thess. 5:17).

Believe in revival and reformation. Realize we 
are truly in a Laodicean setting and need revival 
and reformation through the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Be willing to humble yourself before God 
as you seek the power of the latter rain through 
the Holy Spirit. Let Revelation 3:18–20 be 
fulfilled in your life.

Share your faith. Be willing to be used by the 
Holy Spirit to personally share your faith with 
those in your community and beyond. Hold 
public evangelistic meetings, which will bring 
others to a knowledge of and decision for Christ 
and will increase your own faith. Fulfill the Great 
Commission of Matthew 28.

Lift up Christ, His righteousness, and the sanctu-
ary service. In your daily activities, lift up Christ in 
all you do. Make Him the focus of your life. Help 
others realize that only through Christ’s ministry 

during His life, His death on the cross, and His 
ministry as our High Priest in the heavenly 
sanctuary (Daniel 8:14 and Hebrews) can we have 
full assurance of eternal life.

Proclaim the three angels’ messages. Proclaim 
with a loud voice 
the three 

angels’ 
messages 
of Revelation 
14:6–12. Realize that the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church has been given a unique message to 
proclaim to the world through the Holy Spirit’s 
power.

Have a sunny disposition and be a unifier. Be 
positive in your approach to life. Bring encour-
agement into the lives of others. Be part of the 
solution, not part of the problem. Fulfill Christ’s 
prayer of unity found in John 17, following the 
counsel in 2 Corinthians 5:18, 19.

Be observant and affirming. Be observant of the 
activities and accomplishments of others and 

Be willing 
to humble 

yourself before 
God as you seek 

the power of 
the latter rain 

through the 
Holy Spirit.
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affirming in your appreciation. Remember, we 
are all part of the Lord’s team. Be a fulfillment of 
Proverbs 15:23.

Trust God’s leading. Do not doubt that God is 
leading the Seventh-day Adventist Church. This 
is not just another denomination; this is a mighty 
movement of the Lord. Have an abiding trust 
in the promises of the Scriptures and the Spirit 
of Prophecy. God has called the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church for the unique role of proclaim-
ing the three angels’ messages, and it will continue 
to the end of time in its special role of lifting up 
the true worship of God (Rev. 12:17; 14:12).

Enjoy physical exercise and healthy eating. 
Realize what you eat and drink and how you 
conduct your physical life (exercise, sleep, rest, 
recreation) will greatly affect your spiritual 
life. Take time for proper physical exercise and 
appropriate rest. God recommends through 
His Spirit of Prophecy counsel that for the best 
health possible, eat the original diet of a good, 
balanced vegetarian diet and avoid all harmful 
beverages and other detrimental habits. Follow 
the counsel in 3 John 2.

Be fair and balanced. In your dealings with 
people, be known as one who is fair and 
balanced. Evaluate situations carefully and 
impartially. Make decisions that are reasonable 
and based on principles and counsel from the 
Bible and the Spirit of Prophecy. Let Philippians 
4:8 guide you.

Be a good listener. A spiritual leader will learn 
the art of listening, reserving comments for after 
having heard the “whole” story. Do not jump to 
conclusions. Wait and listen. Be willing to learn. 
Follow Proverbs 1:5.

Seek counsel. In your work, ask for counsel from 
other godly people. Do not think you know all the 
answers. Earnestly seek guidance from those who 
know the Lord and whom you trust (Prov. 11:14).

Stand for the right. Be willing to stand up for 
what is right “though the heavens fall,” even if 
it is unpopular.7 Allow the Holy Spirit to lead 
you in forming your opinion and belief. Let the 
Word of God and the Spirit of Prophecy give 

understanding. Be respectful and honorable as 
you share what you believe.

Stand for those who cannot. Be willing to stand 
for individuals or causes that have no voice but 
need to be heard. God asks you to be the voice of 
the widow and the orphan and others who are in 
need. Follow the ministry of Christ in Luke 4:18.

Ask for wisdom. Every morning claim James 1:5, 
asking wisdom for your daily duties. Realize you 
are powerless without the wisdom of heaven. 
God will give you what you need.

Be a humble servant. In your dealings with 
others, remember you are God’s servant. Allow 

Micah 6:8 to rule your actions. Remember 
Proverbs 15:33, “Before honor is humility.” Fulfill 
Christ’s instruction in Matthew 20:26–28.

Believe Christ’s coming is soon. Believe in the 
promises and prophecies that show Christ’s 
second coming is imminent. Preach about the 
Second Coming. Understand that the descrip-
tions of Christ’s return in Matthew 24 and  
2 Peter 3 are true. Believe with certainty the 
words of Christ recorded in Revelation 22:7, 
“Behold, I am coming quickly.”

As you spend time with the Lord each day ask-
ing for wisdom and guidance and following His 
instructions given in His Word and in the Spirit of 
Prophecy, you will experience the joy of partnering 
with Him in God-given effective leadership. May 
God bless as you minister for Him!

1 All Scripture passages in this article are from the New King James 
Version (NKJV).

2 Ellen G. White, Principles for Christian Leaders: Inspired Advice for People 
Learning to Lead Like Jesus (Silver Spring, MD: The Ellen G. White 
Estate, Inc., 2018), 32.

3 White, Principles for Christian Leaders, 32.
4 White, Principles for Christian Leaders, 32. 
5 Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles (Mountain View, CA: Pacific 

Press Pub. Assn., 1911), 95.
6 Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church, vol. 9 (Mountain View, CA: 

Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1948), 270.
7 Ellen G. White, Education (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. 

Assn., 1952), 57.
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Independent congregations or 
worldwide organized church? 
Lessons from early Adventist Church history

Two church leaders accused James White 
of something absolutely scandalous. And 
James readily admitted that the accu-
sation was true. So, what was this tale 

that Iowa Conference president B. F. Snook and 
secretary W. H. Brinkerhoff spread all around just 
after the May 17, 1865, General Conference Session 
in Battle Creek, Michigan?

Some background
Convincing Sabbath-keeping Adventists of 

the need for “church organization” had not been 
easy, but in 1860, Sabbath-keeping Adventists 
chose the name “Seventh-day Adventist.” In the 
next year came the organization of the Michigan 
Conference and the publishing association. Then 
the General Conference organized in 1863.

June 9, 1865, James and Ellen White joined 
John Loughborough in Monroe, Wisconsin. James 
and John, two of the three members of the 
General Conference Committee, decided to move 
the Iowa annual conference from the fall to June 
30–July 2. After all, one member of the commit-
tee was supposed to attend the state conferences, 
and both of these men were already in the west.

After mailing the notice of the rescheduling to 
appear in the Advent Review and Sabbath Herald 
in the next two issues, W. S. Ingraham shared 
with James White a disturbing letter he had 
received from Snook.1 Noticing the postscript 
(“Bro. Ingraham, what do you think of striking 
out on the old plan of the independence of the 
churches?”), White said, “There is rebellion in 
Iowa.” But none of them really knew what was 

going on until just hours before meeting Snook 
and Brinkerhoff at Pilot Grove, Iowa, the after-
noon of June 29.

“Meeting of investigation”
Loughborough chaired a “meeting of inves-

tigation” on June 30 that addressed the various 
charges spread by Snook and Brinkerhoff against 
the Whites and Battle Creek.2

Now that tale about James White went like 
this: Elder White put his arm “around a woman, 
and led her the whole length of the tent” to a 
front seat. He’s not a safe man!3 At the recent 
General Conference Session? How brazen!

James White responded, “I own to doing that 
very thing. I put my arm around a woman, and 
led her the whole length of the tent to the front 
seat and gave her an easy seat; and it was my 
good old mother, in whose lap I have sat, and 
whose arms encircled me in my babyhood.”

The congregation laughed. Ellen White later 
recounted, “It was truth, don’t you see? It was 
truth. But there are just such things as that. The 
truth is taken and so mixed up and mixed up with 
the carnality of man that it seems that it would 
deceive, if possible, the very elect.”4

Snook and Brinkerhoff’s confessions
The next morning Snook and Brinkerhoff 

repeatedly confessed to the Whites and insisted 
that their confessions be printed in the Review.

Their written, anguished confessions, dated 
July 12, were published in the July 25 issue and 
listed three mistaken causes for their rebellion. 
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One of these was, “I have also . . . longed for a 
freedom that I now see would result in anarchy 
and universal disorder. I felt that the General 
Conference Committee were too domineering and 
were fast becoming a kind of triune papacy. Let 
me say that I have no such feelings now.”5

But not long after, these men were back at 
it again, trying to alienate members from the 
Whites and the General Conference. Their confes-
sion “was not in the heart,” Ellen White said. So 
why did they confess at all?

“I will tell you what frightened them: While 
they were at Brother Adams’s, just a short way 
from Brother Nicola’s, there was that awful 
thunderstorm came, and awful lightning, and the 
men were so scared. The lightning struck the very 
spot where they had been; and they ran into the 
house and jumped into the bed. And one got on 
one side, and the other crawled over him onto the 
other side, and there they groaned and prayed 
and confessed right there. But what about that 
thunderbolt? It came on the very spot where they 
had taken their feet off of, and that scared them. 
It plowed a hole right in the ground.”6

Real cause might not be apparent
While their confessions listed three mistaken 

causes, there might have been a fourth. Snook 
reportedly said that though Seventh-day 
Adventism had the truth, he left it “because there 
was not enough money in it.”7 The 1864 Iowa 
State Conference voted to pay Iowa ministers 25 
percent more than any other minister and to pay 
Snook quarterly in advance. The hiding of this 

action from the brethren at Battle Creek lends 
credence to this report.

Independence of the churches versus 
church organization

James White suffered a paralytic stroke on 
August 16, 1865, and it is not hard to conclude 
that dealing with this crisis was, in part, to blame. 
But it is the question of “independence of the 
churches” versus “church organization” that we 
want to talk about. In describing the development 
of Adventist church organization, S. N. Haskell 
stated: “The independence of our churches was 
also a question, and it was clearly seen from the 
Bible that the churches were amenable to some 
organization that was above them (Acts 15:1–41), 
and that the ordaining of ministers was by the 
presbytery (Acts 13:1–3), a higher authority than 
one single church or one single minister.”8

In the first century, many refused to abide 
by the decision of Acts 15, and these gave Paul 
no small amount of grief. Thus, Snook and 
Brinkerhoff were not the first to resist church 
organization, nor were they the last. A. T. Jones, in 
his later years, did too, and he likely influenced L. 
C. Sheafe.9 Sheafe helped found the Free Seventh-
day Adventists in the early 1900s. Free, a word 
also found in Evangelical Free, and Free Lutheran, 
denotes congregationalism independent of 
accountability to a higher authority.

A limit to local authority
Within the Seventh-day Adventist Church, the 

local church makes decisions regarding church 
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membership and discipline. But as J. H. Waggoner 
explained in 1885, local churches cannot act 
independently of the entire body. A church that 
knowingly accepts into membership a person 
disfellowshiped elsewhere, without that person 
confessing his wrong, “has violated the rules of 
the gospel, and subjected itself to censure for 
subverting discipline. . . .

“And the church of which such person was for-
merly a member, should duly report the case to the 
Conference to which the erring church belongs.”10

Waggoner wrote, “Do we not in this deny the 
independence of the churches, by denying them 
the right to judge of the qualifications of their 
own members? . . . We do indeed deny the right of 
any church to act independently of the rules laid 
down by Christ and his ambassadors.”11

“Church organization” versus “popery”
Despite the checks and balances within the 

Adventist Church, where accountability goes both 
upward and downward, some have argued that 
accountability upward is akin to popery. W. A. 
Spicer addresses this in a segment titled, “Divine 
Warnings Against Disorganization”:

“Of one experience, in which the pastor or 
officer of a church asserted its independence 
of apostolic oversight, refusing to receive the 
laborers sent to minister to it, [John] says:—

“ ‘I wrote unto the church: but Diotrephes, who 
loveth to have the preeminence among them, 
receiveth us not.’ 3 John 9.

“No doubt this advocate of the independence 
of the churches from the general oversight estab-
lished, was loud in his denunciation of the effort 
of the organized body to preserve the unity of the 
work. He prated against the apostle ‘with malicious 
words,’ and had the word been coined then, he 
would surely have called the apostles’ effort pop-
ery. Inspiration says that his real difficulty was that 
he loved to have the pre-eminence among them. 
This was the spirit of self-exalting independence 
and disregard of gospel order and organization 
which led straight on to the papacy.”12

Did the dissent succeed?
Eventually, Snook and Brinkerhoff’s influence 

helped spawn various different groups that, 
combined, have been called the Seventh Day 
Church of God.13 In the early days, this opposition 
claimed, “If Mrs. White’s Testimonies were out 
of the way, the message would soon go to the 
world in its ‘loud cry.’ ” Loughborough in later 
years recalled that claim and contrasted the 

considerable growth of the work of Seventh-day 
Adventists with the lack of growth of the Church 
of God. That contrast was stark.14

In 1973, Church of God historian Richard 
Nickels explained why these groups constitute 
“a dying church,” as he put it, thus addressing 
Loughborough’s challenge. Nickels identified 
resistance to church organization and lack of 
doctrinal unity as two of the causes.15 The titles 
of Nickels’s two concluding chapters, written 
later, paint an even bleaker picture: “The ‘Church 
Depression Period,’ 1974–1987,” and “The 1990s: 
Spiritual Abyss and Rays of Hope.”

A part of that “abyss” concerned the 
Worldwide Church of God founded by Herbert W. 
Armstrong. Just before Armstrong died, he passed 
the reins of control on to a single individual. In a 
relatively short time afterward, that denomination 
changed its worship day to Sunday, made tithing 
optional, switched to evolution, approved the 
eating of pork, and became Trinitarian, causing 
considerable controversy and loss of membership.

In contrast, the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
does not concentrate power in the hands of one, 
or even several. The highest authority under God 
Himself is the General Conference Session, with 
thousands of delegates. The second-highest 
authority is the General Conference Executive 
Committee, comprised of hundreds. A few people 
could never hijack the denomination and so radi-
cally change its beliefs contrary to the consensus 
of the whole body. Those groups who consider the 
General Conference to be “popery” would do well 
to consider adopting a similar system.

Thoughts from a Mennonite
In 2011, representatives from the Mennonite 

World Conference met with General Conference 
leaders. These were some of the observations:

“ ‘Mennonite leaders also identified the 
structure of their global communion as inverted 
compared to the Adventist Church. Though based 
in Strasbourg, France, Mennonite congregations 
are autonomous, which generates more diversity,’ 
said Robert Suderman, former general secretary 
of the Mennonite Church Canada, who co-chaired 
the meeting. . . .

“ ‘The administrative structure may have been 
responsible for some of the Adventist Church’s 
success,’ Suderman said.

“ ‘Adventists have grown very quickly in 150 
years and we haven’t,’ he said.”16

At the time of this 2011 meeting, the 
Mennonite World Conference represented 1.6 
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million members in a movement that had begun 
500 years before, while Seventh-day Adventists 
had grown to 17 million in less than a third of 
that time span.

Suderman is at least partly correct. Imagine 
for a moment where the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church would be today if it had reversed course 
on “church organization.” If local churches were 
accountable only to their own constituencies, their 
own memberships, what would happen if substan-
tial numbers of churches decided to retain most of 
their tithe for their own use? Instead, the collabo-
ration and cooperation that church organization 
encourages and requires have made resources 
available for greatly expanding the work.

Church organization in light of the 
great controversy

Today, every person on the planet can conceiv-
ably be reached with the third angel’s message in 
a relatively short time. So why has God ordained 
that, with few exceptions, human beings be the 
ones to spread the gospel? Why in these last days 
has He raised up a fellowship of flawed believers 
who must cooperate in self-sacrificing love to 
reach the lost on a global scale?

One reason might be that it is the ultimate 
defeat of Satan in the great controversy. Satan, 
in his rebellion, convinced nearly half the 
angels, God’s “ministering spirits,”17 to forsake 
their ministry of self-sacrificing service in order 
to promote self-centeredness. In these last 
days, many of Satan’s subjects repudiate self-
centeredness, switch sides, and engage in a work 
of self-sacrificing service akin to what Satan and 
his angels once did.

The church “is not to be disorganized or broken 
up into independent atoms. There is not the least 

consistency in this; there is not the least evidence 
that such a thing will be.”18

Flawed people, harmoniously cooperating in 
service, accountable to those below and sub-
mitting to authority above, find in God’s service 
training for eternal responsibilities in the world to 
come. How is your training coming along?

 1 J. N. Loughborough, “Certificate,” in Uriah Smith, “A Gross Misrepre-
sentation,” Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, March 12, 1867, 162. 
Later accounts, such as George States’s in the October 17, 1907, 
Review, may have misinterpreted the meeting notice as being issued 
because of Snook’s letter—when in fact it was mailed before White 
and Loughborough had read that letter.

 2 J. N. Loughborough, Rise and Progress of the Seventh-day Adventists 
(Battle Creek, MI: Gen. Conf. Assn. of the SDAs, 1892), 268. Instead 
of June 29, we use the date of June 30 used by Loughborough’s 1867 
statement, referred to in note 1, and by Brinkerhoff’s confession in 
the Review of July 25, 1865, 67, 68. The business session originally 
planned for June 30 was postponed until July 3. G. I. Butler and H. 
E. Carver, “Business Proceedings of the Iowa State Conference Held 
at Pilot Grove, Iowa, Jul. 3, 1865,” Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, 
August 1, 1865, 70. 

 3 Ellen G. White, Manuscript 70a, 1905.
 4 White, Manuscript 70a, 1905.
 5 B. F. Snook, “From Bro. Snook,” Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, July 

25, 1865, 68.
 6 White, Manuscript 70a, 1905.
 7 J. N. Loughborough, “Sketches of the Past—No. 134,” Pacific Union 

Recorder, January 9, 1913, 1, 2. See also Ellen G. White, Testimonies for 
the Church, vol. 2 (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1948), 
625.

 8 S. N. Haskell, “A Few Thoughts on Organization,” The Church Officer’s 
Gazette, April 1915, 2.

 9 George R. Knight, From 1888 to Apostasy (Hagerstown, MD: Review 
and Herald Pub. Assn., 1987), 178–193, 240–251.

 10 J. H. Waggoner, “The Church. No. 16,” Signs of the Times, Aug. 13, 
1885, 488.

 11 J. H. Waggoner, “The Church.—No. 16,” Advent Review and Sabbath 
Herald, September 1, 1885, 553.

 12 W. A. Spicer, “Gospel Order—No. 8 (Concluded),” Advent Review and 
Sabbath Herald, May 13, 1909, 7.

 13 Richard C. Nickels, History of the Seventh Day Church of God (Neck City, 
MO: Giving & Sharing, 1999), ch. 15, giveshare.org/churchhistory 
/historysdcog/history15.html.

 14 J. N. Loughborough, “Sketches of the Past—No. 135,” Pacific Union 
Recorder, January 23, 1913, 3.

 15 Nickels, History, ch. 14. Nickels also identifies Millerism and Seventh- 
day Adventism as causes for Seventh Day Church of God decline. Yet 
this seems implausible since Seventh-day Adventism continues to 
grow, and still teaches that the 2300 days ended in 1844.

 16 Bettina Krause and Ansel Oliver, “First Conversation between 
Adventists, Mennonites Focuses on Living Christian Life,” Adventist 
News Network, July 11, 2011, news.adventist.org/en/all-news/news 
/go/2011-07-11/first-conversation-between-adventists-mennonites 
-focuses-on-living-christian-life/. 

 17 Heb. 1:14, (KJV and NIV).
 18 Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, book 2 (Washington, DC: Review 

and Herald Pub. Assn., 1958), 68.

Why in these last days has 
He raised up a fellowship 
of flawed believers who 
must cooperate in self-
sacrificing love to reach 
the lost on a global scale?
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What every pastor should know about

 DISABILITIES
 I don’t want to go with you to visit other 

churches anymore.” I glanced in my rearview 
mirror and saw Espen in the seat behind me, 
staring out the window with a somewhat reso-

lute look on his face. As a pastor for more than 15 
years, I had, up to this point, always tried to take 
my family with me on speaking appointments in 
churches outside of my pastoral district. Being in 
England gave them a special opportunity to 
experience different church cultures, 
which I thought was a good form 
of education, so his declaration 
came as quite a shock.

Initially, I wondered whether 
it was simply the pronounce-
ment of a rebellious teen and, 
therefore, to be taken with a 
healthy pinch of salt. But as 
he was the eldest of my three 
children and somewhat of a 
mood setter for his two sisters, 
I realized that I couldn’t allow his 
statement to go unexamined.

“Oh. Why not?” I enquired. He went 
on to describe his dislike of the oftentimes 
bizarre attention that he would receive as a 
wheelchair user. The long stares. Being patted 
on the head like a pet. Complete strangers 
wanting to give him a hug for no apparent reason 
or placing their hands on him and wanting 
to pray for him without even asking. Then he 
concluded, “People don’t see me, they only see my 
wheelchair.” That statement hit me like a bolt of 
lightning!

Espen was such a fundamental part of our 
everyday life that I had not thought much about 
how he, as a person with a physical disability, 
experienced church. It was the initial stimulus 
that jolted me out of my complacency regarding 
the experience of disability in relation to the 
church. What makes us view people with dis-
abilities with such special attention? No doubt 
social and psychological theories explain this, 
but what about in the church? Should we expect 

a different attitude from Christians? What does 
the Bible have to say about disabilities? How 
can the pastor create a church environment that 
naturally includes such people?

I had initially thought of writing a checklist 
of important things for pastors to be aware of 
when it comes to disabilities. However, that could 
lead us into the pitfall of paternalism that easily 

becomes the default attitude in Christian cir-
cles. Authors such as Roy McCloughry 

lament that the Christian church 
often fails to listen to people 

with disabilities. “One of the 
most disabling activities in life 
happens when others debate 
the meaning of your life 
without consulting you about 
it. Yet this is repeatedly done 
to disabled people.”1 In order 

to avoid this being another 
“disabling activity,” I would like 

to use the rest of this article to 
allow the voices of people with dis-

abilities to be heard. In other words, the 
most important thing a pastor should know 

about disability is to listen to the individual.

The voices of the people
My research into the lived experience of people 

with disabilities involved in-depth interviews with 
Seventh-day Adventist church members with 
physical disabilities. Their responses showed a 
wide spectrum of experiences:

Insignificance. Insignificance describes the 
experience of feeling that, as an individual, you 
are not regarded as an important member in the 
life of the church. You sense that you are of so 
little value to the community that your absence 
would not be missed. Robert2 expressed this 
reaction when he concluded, “Whether intentional 
or not, you feel you’re burdensome. And I think 
some of that was made to feel intentional.”

Discrimination. Arthur described his disap-
pointment in encountering continual resistance 
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to his suggestions of changes or adaptations that 
the church could make in order to meet his needs 
as a wheelchair user. “I have to say, the amount of 
discrimination I have found at church is probably 
greater than any I’ve found anywhere else. I’m 
talking specifically about my church. My experi-
ence was not always a comfortable one, and I felt 
the way in which I was spoken to at times 
. . . was not the way in which a 58-year-old able- 
bodied person would be spoken to or treated.” 
The fact that he thought church members would 
have more easily understood what it’s like to be 
discriminated against as a minority compounded 
his disappointment.

Stereotyping. This is where disability gets 
viewed as something negative and treated as a 
problem of the individual without any communal 
responsibility. Melissa had developed a chronic 
debilitating condition that left her needing to use 
crutches. She described how disappointed she 
was to be intentionally excluded from a particular 
program at her church.

“People were invited to tell their stories, telling 
about their challenges, et cetera. Then you 
would talk about your progress, or your healing 
or whatever is keeping you and bringing you 
comfort. One of my ‘adopted’ daughters in church 
went to enquire why I wasn’t invited to take part 
in the program. And she was told, ‘Well we didn’t 
ask her, because she’s disabled, she can’t walk, so 
we didn’t ask her to sing.’ You know, I don’t use 
my feet to sing. I don’t use my hands to sing. As 
a matter of fact, the strongest part of my body is 
my mouth, and that’s the only thing I’ve got! The 
funny thing about that, too, is that for the first 
eight years before I got sick, I used to sing almost 
every Sabbath in that church.”

Ministry inclusion. One should never under-
estimate the power of incorporating people 
with disabilities into church ministries. Richard 
described his experience: “At one time I wasn’t 
included at all. I don’t think there was anything 
nasty about it. I suppose perhaps people didn’t 
consider me because I’m blind. But we’ve all got 

talents, we’ve all got different skills. I used to 
come to church, then go home again, and you can 
feel out of things. But since I’ve become a deacon, 
it’s wonderful! I’m glad, because I feel I’m involved, 
I feel like I’m offering something.”

It should be obvious that total member 
involvement also includes people with disabilities, 
but sometimes inclusion comes only as the result 
of persistence on the part of the people with the 
disabilities. 

Joanna, who is blind, initially got active in her 
local congregation as a result of her own initiative 
rather than the church seeing her as a resourceful 
person. “When I was baptized, there was a big 
baptism of, I think, about 19 of us. Afterward, 
they started to organize people into the various 
departments, to get us settled in. But I wasn’t put 
anywhere. So, I went to the elder and said, ‘Hold 
on, everybody’s been put somewhere, what about 
me?’ That was ignored, so I went to the pastor. 
I said, ‘I need to be settled into a ministry also.’ 
They never really did put me anywhere. So, when 
they started to announce different things, like 
prison ministry, then I put my name forward. I’d 
follow up by phoning the person in charge, asking 
what I needed to do to join the prison ministry. 
You have to follow things up. Then eventually 
people realized, Oh she can do something. From 
then on I’ve been asked to be more involved.”

Insensitivity. Joanna’s experience as a blind 
person has been somewhat bittersweet, however, 
because of insensitivity. Once, while sitting in 
church, she heard a woman a couple rows behind 
her commenting on her blindness and her family. 
“How did she manage to find a husband and 
have children, and I can’t even find one?” Joanna’s 
evaluation shows her hurt: “Those are the things 
that can really destroy you if you’re not a strong 
person. During the past five years, I’ve been so 
discouraged that I said I wasn’t coming back. But 
then, again, I know God called me, and I have to 
remind myself that I’m not here for them, and 
so I keep going. The disability in itself is easy to 
cope with compared to how people regard you. 

Patrick Johnson, 
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1 Roy McCloughry, The Enabled Life: Christianity in a Disabling World  
(London, UK: SPCK, 2013), 19.

2 All subsequent names of research participants are pseudonyms.

Sometimes when people open their mouths, it 
leaves me questioning, ‘Do they think that you 
don’t have feelings?’ ”

An analysis
I hope you are able to listen to these voices 

without becoming too defensive. Remember, 
the most important thing a pastor should know 
about disability is to hear the individual. When 
you take time to do that, you will also encounter 
positive experiences: being included in ministries, 
being on the receiving end of a proactive will-
ingness to make necessary adaptations to meet 
accessibility needs, experiencing an acceptance 
of varying levels of involvement (with the caveat 
that sometimes that can lead to the pressure 
of having to perform like a hero), and having 
personal friends that give a person a sense of 
being socially included.

So, for example, Alice expressed how happy she 
was to be the organist at her church. When asked 
if she ever felt excluded from the church fellowship, 
she replied, “I’m right in the middle of it!” Being an 
active participant in a small group resulted in her 
having very good friends in the congregation and 
gave her a strong sense of belonging.

She went on to explain that she does not make 
too much of her limitations, and that seems to 
color her whole church experience. “I do what I 
can do, and people seem to know where I’m at. 
They accept it and I accept it, and we have a 
laugh about it, or they say ‘How are you now?’ 
and I say ‘Oh it’s pretty rough you know, but  
oh . . .’ I try to live in the present!” Thus, having 
space to be herself and knowing that she is 
accepted has made her church experience an 
overwhelmingly positive one.

 
Pitfalls

Participation obviously has a very positive 
impact on people with physical disabilities. 
However, it can have a drawback. Margaret 
was also very glad to be a central part of her 
church, but she did express the following concern: 
“Sometimes they put too much pressure on you 
to do so many things; they expect you to do so 
much and forget that you’re ill.” She seemed to be 
expressing a kind “hero pressure” that urged her 
to perform beyond what would be normal for a 
person living with certain impairments.

Samantha expressed it this way: “People’s atti-
tudes can be quite frustrating at times, especially 
when they want to see you as an inspiration and 
kind of put that upon you. I feel that particularly 

in the church community. . . . There’s one partic-
ular person who always approaches me with 
‘You’re alright, aren’t you?’ And I always think 
that’s telling me I’ve got to be OK. I’m not allowed 
to be anything [other] than OK. And sometimes 
I’m not. Obviously, people that are closer to me 
are more accepting of that, but some people 
want to see me as almost like a conquering hero, 
managing to cope with everything that’s thrown 
at me, and sometimes I can’t.”

Margaret and Samantha illustrate what some 
commentators have seen as the pitfall of the 
Paralympics, which can leave one with the ques-
tion, Do I have to be exceptional to be accepted?

Nevertheless, Samantha went on to describe 
her fellow church members in the following way: 
“They really have been amazing. . . . I think, gen-
erally speaking, everybody’s been fantastic and 
understanding and been there 100 percent for me 
when I’ve needed them to be.” She explained that 
they were aware of her needs and were more than 
willing to make adaptations to fit them.

Dignity, not disability
It was gratifying to find that a large proportion 

of the people I interviewed expressed complete 
satisfaction at their level of inclusion and 
participation in the life of the church, and the 
proactive initiative of their congregation in trying 
to have their needs met. James expressed this in 
the following way: “They were really good. They 
would just come and ask if I needed anything. 
And not in a condescending way or anything 
because obviously I might have some additional 
needs that other people don’t have. They would 
just ask in a really open way and just sort things 
out, so I could take part if I wanted to. But then if I 
didn’t, that was also fine.”

Again, having the space to be as involved as 
much as you want goes a long way in making 
church a pleasurable experience.

Thus, let me leave you with perhaps what I 
would regard as one of the greatest lessons I have 
learned as a father: disability does not define 
Espen. He’s a highly complex individual just like 
you and me, and so he should be treated with the 
same unprejudiced dignity and respect that every 
person deserves. Get to know the individual.
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Not by might, 
nor by power—
but still done 
only by His Spirit

I was packing to catch my flight home from the 
Dominican Republic (DR). My teenage friends 
from Europe were singing songs of praise, 

reflecting on God’s goodness, and waiting for me 
to bid them farewell. As I looked into their eyes, 
I saw a glimmer of sadness. The blessed time 
together was over, and it was time to go home. I 
was thinking, How can we go back to the same old 
ways after a high experience with God and seeing 
many lives, including our own, transformed?

More than 150 souls had been won for Christ. 
We discovered the power of prayer, surrender, 
and dependence on God. I realized something 
had to be done to minister to my young friends 
and hundreds of others alike. But what? I was 30 
years old, recently converted, and newly baptized 
into the Seventh-day Adventist Church. I knew 
that the solution could only come from God.

I invited my friends to kneel with me for 
earnest prayer. We thanked God for His goodness, 
for working in and through us, for transforming 
us, and for giving us success in soul winning. We 
poured out our hearts to Him, seeking forgiveness 
for our sins and past life. We pleaded for His 
Holy Spirit to take full control of our hearts and 
lives. I pleaded with God to do something that no 
human power could accomplish for our young 
people in Europe. We trusted Him who knows no 
failure to lead the way. That’s where Europe4Jesus 
(E4J) was born.

I departed the DR at peace and headed to 
Miami for a three-day layover. I realized that that 
the more I prayed, the more God opened windows 
of opportunities to witness. I found myself giving 
Bible studies to the staff at the hotel, hair salons, 
and an Apple store. The more souls God led 

me to, the more I saw the need to come to Him 
and plead for His Spirit’s infilling, equipping, and 
leading. I felt unqualified and unworthy to lead 
others to Jesus but also sincerely felt blessed. As 
I headed back to Switzerland, I asked God to lead 
me to a seeker that day. The Lord answered my 
prayer in the form of a taxi driver.

I discovered she used to attend an Adventist 
church with her grandmother. I shared my 
testimony and was able to give her a Bible study 
as we drove to the airport. God’s Spirit was 
leading, and I found myself making an appeal 
from the back of the taxi. There was no hesitation. 
She joyfully accepted Jesus and declared that the 
following Sabbath, she would attend church with 
her daughter.

In those three weeks abroad, the Lord educated 
me for my ministry in Europe. To date, I have 
traveled to 32 countries to share the wonderful 
gospel message of Jesus. God has blessed E4J to 
have trained and mentored countless numbers of 
young people and conducted hundreds of youth 
evangelistic programs. All this was possible only 
because young people dared to pray! 

John 16:24 teaches us that we have not received 
because we have not asked. But we know what to 
ask for only when our hearts are close to God.

Why not give Him the woes in your life and 
ministry? Remember, His work in us is accom-
plished “ ‘not by might, nor by power, but by My 
Spirit,’ says the LORD of hosts” (Zech. 4:6, NKJV). 

R E V I V A L  &  R E F O R M A T I O N Jan-Harry 
Cabungcal, PhD, 
is a lecturer and 

neuroscientist, 
Vulliens, 

Switzerland. 
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Hannah in 
the temple:
A spiritual care response to 
involuntary childlessness

A couple of years ago, a nine-year-old girl 
asked me a question I had never expected.

“Pastor,” she asked, “where is your 
child? I have never seen her.”

Being involuntarily childless, I responded, “We 
are still praying that God may give us one. I have 
none.”

The nine-year-old was amazed, even concerned, 
that her pastor could not have a child. She 
promised to pray for us to receive God’s blessing. 
This incident, however, got me to think about how 
involuntarily childless1 church members feel 
when confronted with similar situations. How 
do we, as pastors, deal with those struggling 
with this problem?

Spiritual care intervention
While the church plans for the needs of 

other people groups, care for involuntarily 
childless couples is either rare or nonexis-
tent. In a healthcare chaplaincy setting, it 
may be easier to know who these people are 
because they may be there specifically to get 
help for this issue. However, the local church 
pastor may not have a clear opportunity 
to know who these people are. This 
situation calls for a minister to 
be aware of the needs of his 
or her members.

What to avoid
In relating to the 

involuntarily childless, 
pastors must choose 

Sikhumbuzo Dube, MChap, 
is the Stewardship Ministries 

and Church Development 
director of the West 

Zimbabwe Conference, 
Bulawayo, Zimbabwe.

SCA
N

 FO
R A

U
D

IO
S

IK
H

U
M

B
U

Z
O

 
D

U
B

E



21D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 9

their words carefully. The use of derogatory 
phrases such as barren woman disempowers the 
involuntarily childless. 

Some unintended harm can come from the 
pulpit as well. When a pastor preaches about 
Hannah in 1 Samuel, for instance, or any woman 
who has suffered from childlessness, the problem 
should not be overemphasized. “The topic about 
Hannah always makes me cry,” said a woman 
struggling with this issue. “Preachers that I have 
heard talk about Hannah describe a woman who 
doesn’t have a child as an outcast, looked down 
upon, and all the negatives.” Another said she 
felt that it was too direct and depersonalizing. 
Sermons that utilize such narratives should be 
carefully crafted so that, whatever else they do, 
they instill hope in those who need it.

Also, beginning a sentence with at least should 
be avoided. A case in point is saying, “At least 
you are still in the productive stage of life.” Such 
a sentence tends to minimize the problem and 
shift attention from the main concern to the age 
of the care seeker. It has the potential of branding 
the minister as uncaring. No one wants “spiritual” 
care from someone who is callous.

Likewise, let those who are hurt pour out their 
beliefs, even if their theological understanding is 
not always expressed correctly. Preventing the 
wounded from freely expressing how they feel 
about God may stall the healing process. One 
woman who had five stillbirths reported that she 
was unhappy with a minister who told her that 
she should not question God. The cleric could have 
tried to find out what questions were running in 
her mind and then, having identified the feelings 
that she had, provided the needed care.

The question of theodicy
The involuntarily childless may struggle with 

why a good God allows bad things to happen. 
They may be furious with God’s seeming silence. 
Howard Clinebell proposes that in such a situa-
tion, it will be unwise to attempt to answer their 
theodicy questions. Instead, he proposes that care 
seekers should be allowed to openly vent their 
anger.2 It is not the time to defend God; it is the 
time to provide an empathetic presence.

In a well-meaning attempt to defend God’s 
goodness, the minister addressing the involun-
tarily childless may be tempted to show them 
where they have erred theologically. But this is 
generally not the best course to follow. In her 
counsel to caregivers, Ellen White warns that 
controversy and creed by the care seeker’s bedside 

are not appropriate.3 Those in trouble do not want 
to hear what they have done wrong because that 
is not their primary need at this time. They need 
someone who will listen to their story and walk 
with them through the pain.

Emotional liberation
The secretive nature of this challenge may 

mean that the inconclusive grieving that care 
seekers face may go unnoticed. In cases of 
stillbirth or pregnancy loss, there are no formal 
rituals that facilitate the mourning. One inter-
viewee pointed out that openly grieving for the 
loss was not permissible in her culture because 
they felt doing so would prevent her from having 
another child. A spiritual renewal retreat where 
these patients would meet with others in the 
same category may provide an opportunity for 
them to grieve freely as needed.

David R. Williams of Harvard University posits 
that people who attend worship services receive 
“collective catharsis.” He argues that this religious 
emotional purging reduces affective burdens that 
care seekers have.4 Other studies indicate a strong 
relationship between being in church and psycho-
somatic wellness.5 Furthermore, church attendance 
seems to have aided doctors in the treatment of 
their patients.6 In a study of 720 adults, people who 
attended church frequently had lower psychological 
distress than those who attended infrequently.7

Empowering for service 
Being childless does not need to mean inca-

pacitation. Consider the Shunammite woman, for 
example. She may have seen her childlessness as 
an opportunity to serve God. She opened her house 
to the prophet Elisha. Although his journey may 
not have necessitated a layover there,8 the childless 
Shunammite woman invited the prophet for meals 
and prepared a room for him (2 Kings 4:8–10).

Service to humanity is a sign of selflessness. 
The Shunammite woman demonstrated this 
truth. Charles Spurgeon comments that this 
woman did not seek to gratify herself, but she 
was committed to being of assistance to human-
ity.9 This narrative demonstrates that being 
childless does not mean being helpless; instead, it 
can be an opportunity for service.

The Bible illustrates how the childless were 
empowered for service to humanity. Even when he 
had not yet received the promised child, Abraham 
interceded for the restoration of fertility to the 
household of Abimelech (Gen. 20:17, 18). Although 
childless, Zacharias was faithfully “performing his 
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priestly service” (Luke 1:8, NASB). Being without 
a child may, therefore, create an opportunity for 
service. Depending on the situation, the caregiver 
might help the childless explore how God could 
use them as specially chosen vessels for undis-
tracted service.

Secret mourners
Involuntarily childless parishioners are secret 

mourners who need a premeditated spiritual 

care plan. They need someone to help them to 
face their grief and create a platform for them to 
mourn. A careful spiritual caregiver will help them 
identify their feelings and validate those feelings. 
Emotional liberation will be possible only as the 
caregiver honors their sacred space by understand-
ing what they are going through. Of all places, the 
church must be a safe haven for them, as well as a 
place for healing.

Believe me—I know.
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A Living Sacrifice: Unsung Heroes 
of Adventist Missions
by David J. B. Trim. Nampa, Idaho: Pacific Press Publishing Association, 2019.

You may take out your handkerchief several 
times as you read David Trim’s latest book, 
A Living Sacrifice. Your heart may ache as 

you witness so many young people sacrifice their 
lives to take the love of God to others. These 
unsung men and women were willing to risk 
danger, deprivation, disease, and death—their 
all—for the church and Christ in the mission field. 
Their stories are sad but inspirational.

Trim begins by chronicling the story of Eva 
May Clements, representative of those heroes who 
surrendered their all. Born in 1897 in Australia, 
she accepted a call to India. Eva departed her 
homeland on March 3, 1920, and safely arrived in 
India on March 29. She soon suffered from a dev-
astating local fever and, on top of that, had to be 
hospitalized for appendicitis. Greatly weakened by 
the fever, the routine operation proved too much. 
She passed away on the morning of November 
3, 1920. Eva was 23 years old when she died. 
She had been in the mission field for only seven 
months. Eva never had a chance to accomplish 
anything great and died in anonymity.

Chapter 3 tells of the deadly diseases that 
missionaries faced in Africa. A party of four 
Americans disembarked in West Africa on 
October 3, 1895, in answer to a plea from a 
national believer who had read about the 
Sabbath. Within eight months of their arrival, 
George and Eva Kerr, two nurses, buried both of 
their children, suffered repeatedly from blackwater 
fever, and died. G. P. Riggs, a colporteur, suffered 
so badly from dysentery that he was sent to 
Liverpool for treatment but still died 15 months 
later. Only one in that party of four survived for 
more than two years. Many others followed them 
in death as they penetrated the heart of Africa. 

Chapter 4 recounts the bravery and suf-
ferings of missionaries who built churches in 
Barbados, Trinidad, Guyana, Puerto Rico, and 
other Caribbean countries. It also recounts the 

harrowing stories of those who were buried 
in these countries after just a few short years 
of mission service. Chapter 5 chronicles the 
sacrifices in the Far East and the South Pacific. 
Chapter 6 records stories of missionaries who 
succumbed to lethal diseases in the Middle East 
and Mediterranean region. Chapter 7 catalogs the 
advance of the work in southern Asia, but many 
paid the ultimate price.

The death of young, talented, dedicated 
missionaries did not thwart the work but inspired 
new missionaries to take their places. The death 
of missionaries was seed, and the number of 
new missionaries going out always exceeded the 
number of deaths. In the first four decades of the 
twentieth century, the Adventist Church formally 
dispatched 4,591 missionaries. After World War 
II, because of the introduction of antibiotics and 
public hygiene programs and the expansion of 
hospitals, the dangers in many places diminished.

The last part of the book is happier. It shares 
the stories of those who sacrificed by remaining 
in mission fields their entire lives. Many missed 
the graduations and weddings of their children, 
the fellowship of their family and friends, and the 
comforts and conveniences of the homeland. But 
they stayed and ministered. Dr. Arthur C. Selmon 
and Dr. Bertha Loveland, two physicians, sailed 
to China a few months after they were married 
and lived there for 21 years. Merritt and Wilma 
Warren served 36 years. George and Laura Appel, 
38 years. Ezra and Inez Longway served in the Far 
Eastern Division for 55 years!

Trim closes with an appeal. The task that 
Adventist missionaries faced a century ago is still 
unfinished. Across the 10/40 window, especially, 
there is still a need for cross-cultural missionaries. 
Those with the greatest resources must help those 
with the least. Those who cannot go can still give 
and pray. Adventists must continue to offer their 
all as living sacrifices until Jesus comes. 

R E S O U R C E S DeWitt S. Williams, 
EdD, is a past 

missionary and retired 
director of Health 
Ministries, North 

American Division.
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A multichurch district board: 
Helping or hurting?

What exactly is a multichurch district 
council or board? A multi-church 
district is an amalgamation of 
several local churches in a given 

geographical territory under the guidance of a 
single pastor with associates, if any. The highest 
decision-making body for a district is referred to 
as a multichurch district council. 

The district council comprises the principal 
officers of the church boards. It has a number of 
important responsibilities, but its chief concern is 
the spiritual nurture of the church and the work 
of planning evangelism in all its phases. Over 
time, a debate has ensued over the role and place 
of the district, in light of the work of local church, 
with proponents and antagonists on either side. 

The chair of the district council is the minister 
appointed to serve the district as pastor. If the 
pastor prefers not to act in this capacity, or is 
unable to be present, he or she may arrange 
for the serving church elder, who is the 
district secretary, to preside as chair on a pro 
tem basis. The district secretary serves as 
secretary of the board and is responsible for 
the minutes of the meetings.

What kind of relationship do these councils 
have to the local church boards? Do they replace 
them? Is there a duplication of functions? Is there 
conflict? I want to work in reverse order, as it 
were, by starting with the undisputed role of the 
local church board, clearly defined by church 
policy. I will then identify the roles of the district 
council and proceed to see to what extent they 
are in tandem. The dilemma we face is that 
apart from the Church Manual, little information 
exists regarding the church board—and even less 
concerning the district structure. 

The role of the church board
The Seventh-day Adventist Church Manual 

delineates the functions of the church board. 
The church board comprises the principal 

officers of the church. It has a number of import-
ant responsibilities, but its chief concern is the 
spiritual nurture of the church and the work of 
planning evangelism in all its phases.

The great commission of Jesus makes evange-
lism, proclaiming the good news of the gospel, the 
primary function of the church (Matt. 28:18–20). 
This is therefore also the primary function of 
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the church board. When the board devotes its first 
interests and highest energies to every-member 
evangelism, a strong, positive influence is felt in the 
spiritual life and growth of the membership, and 
many church problems are alleviated or prevented.

Included in church board responsibilities are

1. spiritual nurture,
2. evangelism in all of its phases,
3. maintenance of doctrinal purity,
4. upholding Christian standards,
5. recommending changes in church 

membership,
6. church finances,
7. protection and care of church properties, and
8. coordination of church departments.

In view of the abovementioned functions, the 
church board is the engine of a local church. Its 
effectiveness and efficiency in carrying out its 
mandate has a direct bearing on how that church 
performs with regard to fulfilling its purpose 
for existence. This is largely because the church 
board is the center of the action.

The role of the district council
The Seventh-day Adventist Minister’s Handbook 

contains a brief chapter on large districts. It notes 
that most Adventist churches are in some kind 
of multichurch district configuration. Apart from 
offering ideas and innovations that a pastor, in 
such a situation, can implement, the Handbook 
recommends district council meetings to be held 
once every quarter, during which the district 
membership meets for an entire weekend. This 
kind of a meeting would provide an opportunity 
for the pastor to experience fellowship with 
members of the district.

Among the functions of the district meetings, 
the following are suggested:

 Fellowship among members from various 
congregations

 Coordination of evangelism plans within the 
district

 Sharing the joys and concerns of the various 
churches

 Strengthening the work of church 
departments

 Planning joint ventures, such as building 
construction

 Establishing programs for children and youth

As can be observed, some of the roles of the 
district meeting are similar to the work of the 
church board. Ideally, the district council will 
complement the work of the local church board, 
ensuring that it lives up to its mandate.  But are 
there some functions unique to the church board?

Roles unique to the church board
There are some roles that are vested in the 

church board which cannot be cascaded to the 
district council. This is in recognition of the fact 
that each church operates independently within 
the defined roles in the Seventh-day Adventist 
structure, with the business meeting as the 
governing body. Among these are the following:

 The election of its own officers and board
 The admitting into fellowship of its members
 The dismissal of individuals from its membership
 The granting of church letters for transfer to 

other churches, and the acceptance of letters 
of transfer from other churches

Advantages of a district council
The fact that the pastor is chair of both the 

church board and the district council meeting 
ought to create harmony of agenda. Other advan-
tages of the district council include

 offering pastors a platform to coordinate the 
work among their churches,

 providing a forum where quarterly reports can 
be received from the churches,

 giving pastors the opportunity to meet leaders 
of all churches at least once a quarter,

 enabling pastors to give the necessary guidance 
on pertinent issues that need attention, and

Prince Ng’andu, MA, serves 
as a district pastor in 

South Zambia Conference, 
Monze, Zambia. He is 
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 presenting a learning opportunity for con-
gregations to emulate best practices being 
implemented by other churches.

However, the challenge for the pastor to be 
available for all church board meetings in a 
multichurch district is still very real.

Disadvantages of a district council
Despite the advantages, there are some 

aspects of a district council which appear to 
hamper the best intentions of local churches in 
carrying out their functions effectively: 

 Duplication of work
 Prestigious churches overwhelm smaller 

congregations
 Extra bureaucratic processes in implementa-

tion of programs
 Extra financial burden for churches
 Overcrowding of district programs tends to 

impede local churches’ programming
 Decisions are sometimes viewed as arbitrary, 

without considering local church situations

 District leaders sometimes exercise administra-
tive authority over local church leaders

 An apparent lack of uniform district structure
 Membership composition of district councils 

differs from place to place (e.g., some utilize 
baptized church members, others only church 
board members)

 Lack of clarity as to extent of limits of authority 
for district officers vis-à-vis local church officers

District or distinct?
Pastors in multichurch districts may certainly 

find it helpful to have a lean, efficient district 
council in place to assist in coordinating the work 
of various congregations and departments under 
their charge. Yet too often, opportunities are lost 
to engage members on the frontline of the work 
in their neighborhood, according to the special 
circumstances of their community.   

While the district structure may be preserved, 
it is crucial to recognize the inherent danger of 
concentrating one’s energies in the larger organi-
zation and neglecting the distinct needs of each 
local church board. 
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On a cool, sunny September morning, three 
horse-drawn carts carrying regional church 

leaders approached the exact spot where the first 
Seventh-day Adventist congregation in South 
America was organized on September 9, 1894.

On September 20, 125 years later, church 
leaders, members, government officials, and 
friends met to celebrate and thank God for what 
they called “His rich blessings through the years.”

More than 140 people said they enjoyed the event.
On behalf of Argentina’s government, national 

secretary for worship Alfredo Miguel Abriani 
addressed those in attendance. “We greatly 
appreciate the work and contribution the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church has made through 
the years,” Abriani said.

South American Division president Erton 
Köhler shared, “To be here is to renew our 
commitment, vision, and especially the mission 
of carrying the gospel that our pioneers loved so 
dearly. God is now giving us the opportunity to 
finish what they started.”

The ceremony also launched a special time 
of evangelism across Argentina. As part of the 
125th-anniversary celebration, Nélida Ifraín and 
Griselda Dupuy were baptized. They were the 
first two of many at evangelism centers and local 
churches across the country. Those evangelistic 
activities resulted in 1,417 baptisms.

Just outside the renovated original church 
building (which now serves as a museum) and 
the new local church, leaders unveiled two 
plaques marking the event. The wording of the 
plaques stresses a commitment to the missions 
the pioneers loved so much.

“We will keep proclaiming the gospel of Jesus,” 
church leaders said. “We must finish the mission 
entrusted to us.” [Alexis Villar, South American 
Division / Adventist Review]

D A T E L I N E
 PHOTO: ALEXIS VILLAR, SOUTH AM
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Adventists celebrate 125 
years of gospel work in South 
America
C R E S P O  C A M P O ,  E N T R E  R Í O S ,  A R G E N T I N A

South American Division president Erton 
Köhler (left) celebrates with Nélida Ifraín.
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D A T E L I N E  c o n t i n u e d

Jonathan Walter, media and communications 
manager for the General Conference Ministerial 

Association, speaking of a group of young people 
from Generation. Youth. Christ (GYC), said, “We 
want to be a praying missionary movement. So, 
we prayed, and God put on our hearts the country 
of Iceland.”

A highly secular, wealthy, postmodern, and 
progressive country, Iceland is, without question, a 
mission field. As Walter and his team asked God 

to show them how to reach the people of Iceland, 
particularly those in the capital of Reykjavik, 
which was chosen as part of the Mission to the 
Cities efforts, they realized the most radical thing 
they could do was pray.

“By God’s grace, inspired by Ellen White’s words 
that ‘prayer and faith can do what no power on 
earth can do,’ fifty missionaries from six conti-
nents came together to pray for Iceland,” Walter 
said. “We spent hours praying together, asking 
God to empty us of ourselves and fill us with the 
Holy Spirit, interceding for the mission field before 
we went out.”

Once they felt it was time, the group entered 
Reykjavik loaded with GLOW tracts and on fire 

Ministerial leader takes team 
to Iceland
R E Y K J AV I K ,  I C E L A N D

Mark Finley, Jonathan Walter, Raafat Kamal, and 
Jerry Page pray during the 2019 Annual Council. 
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to share their message with the city. After several 
days, the group had not only been able to give 
tracts to the leaders of the country but also 
collected thousands of prayer requests, which 
they shared with each other for constant prayer 
via WhatsApp.

“We haven’t stopped praying for these requests 
since we returned,” Walter continued. “People will 
be running to know who this God is who answers 

prayers. It’s nothing we have done but what God 
did. He is willing to work with us when we make 
ourselves available. Prayer is the beginning of 
mission.”

Every single Iceland Conference employee has 
committed to being “in charge” of prayer minis-
tries. Prayer is and will continue to be a strategic 
focus for this small conference. [Becky St. Clair, 
Adventist News Network]

Andrews University announces 
new edition of the Andrews 
Study Bible
B E R R I E N  S P R I N G S ,  M I C H I G A N ,  U N I T E D  S TAT E S
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The Adventist Church’s most comprehensive 
one-volume Bible study resource has just 

extended its reach in a big way, according to an 
announcement by Andrea Luxton, president of 
Andrews University.

On Thursday, September 5, 2019, the 
University released for sale the long-awaited 
New International Version (NIV) of the land-
mark Andrews Study Bible. In addition, nearly 
700 new students at Andrews will receive 
a complimentary copy from the university, 
continuing a tradition that began in 2011.

Ronald Knott, director of Andrews 
University Press, said that in addition to the 
thousands of study notes, the most important 
feature of the Bible, generally not found in 
other study Bibles published by evangelicals, 
is the linked theme reference system that 
connects, in a systematic way, many of the key 
teachings of the Bible.

“This is the core of the value of the Andrews 
Study Bible,” Knott said. “You can trace any of 
nearly thirty key themes or teachings of the 
Bible, starting almost anywhere, to get a broad 
understanding of how the Bible addresses these 
important topics. That system is supported by a 

rich theme index in the back, along with other 
study notes.”

“Back in 2008, Dr. [Niels-Erik] Andreasen 
said that the ultimate purpose of the Andrews 
Study Bible was to ‘produce a work that is 
academically credible, theologically sound, and 
practically useful for 
the individual lay 
reader, and for wide 

distribution in Adventist evangelism,’ ” Luxton 
said. “That purpose has been lavishly fulfilled 
in the years since and will be even more so now 
with the new edition in the NIV.”

The Andrews Study Bible is also available in 
Spanish, Portuguese, and Romanian. [Gillian 
(Sanner) Panigot, Andrews University News] 



30 M I N I S T R Y

The end—and the beginning

The papers had been prepared. As I drove 
away from the attorney’s office, I reflected 
on the events that were bringing about a 

change in my life in a manner I never thought 
would happen. My wife Myrtle2 and I signed the 
papers. In six months, our divorce would become 
final.

We retained joint custody of our two young 
children. Myrtle and I were going to have to look 
beyond our individual hurts and pain. Regardless 
of the past or present, we would work together in 
the best interest of our children.

Graduating together
Myrtle and I had attended the same Seventh-

day Adventist college and had dated some but 
made no commitments. We graduated with 
degrees in the same area of study—religion.

Women were not allowed in pastoral ministry 
then, so Myrtle went into evangelism and church 
employment outside of parish ministry.

I needed a break in schooling and took some 
time off to work in a secular position before 
attending the seminary and working toward 
pastoral employment. Myrtle and I reconnected, 
and we got married.

Communicating together
We did not have a perfect marriage. We were 

young and somewhat immature. We were blessed 
with children and needed to grow, as do most 
young couples. But we faced an additional issue. 
Myrtle had been spiritually abused, in the name 
of the Lord, by some of her church leaders. As 
a Seventh-day Adventist clergyperson, I was a 
constant reminder of her abuse. As part of her 
developing awareness, Myrtle came to realize that 
many of her spiritual decisions had been made 
for her—they were not her own.

While our marriage had ended, our obligations 
to our children had not. Both Myrtle and I knew 
we would have to communicate, cooperate, and 
coordinate in order to serve the best interests of 
our children. It was not always easy, but we did it.

I moved from place to place—including living 
in other countries—but we cooperated and kept 
the commitment to our children. Passports and 
visas were obtained. The children were dropped 
off at airports and picked up on return.

After several years of this, I remarried. At 
that time one of my children lived with me, and 
my new wife immediately embraced the role 
of stepmother. Shortly after our wedding, we 
returned with that son to the United States, and 
the second child also moved in with us. Over 
the years, our family dynamic was not always 
easy—particularly for my second wife because 
the children already had a mother.

Working together
After we returned to the United States, 

both women worked on their roles. They spoke 
regularly by telephone. They sent notes to each 
other. As time went on, they found that they were 
developing a friendship. They shared experiences 
in raising the shared children. On birthdays and 
other special days, they communicated and sent 
gifts to each other.

Today, all of us live close together. When we 
have family gatherings, we all get together. In 
our attempt to put the needs of our children first, 
we have experienced a remarkable by-product. 
With the passage of time, our own pains from the 
divorce have lessened.

I cannot hold this out as a model for everyone 
to follow. Situations such as abuse by a marriage 
partner will not allow such close contact to 
be maintained. But my story tells what can 
sometimes happen when people attempt to work 
together in the name of what is good for another. 
And when circumstances bring us to a painful 
end, God sometimes surprises us with a beautiful 
beginning.

P R A C T I C A L  P O I N T E R S Anthony M. Green1 is 
a former pastor, retired 
military chaplain, and 
a former chaplain for 

the Department of 
Veterans’ Affairs.

1 Pseudonym.
2 All names have been changed.
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