
I
t is no secret that
the Adventist ed-
ucational system
is confronted with
numerous chal-
lenges. How to
build a qualified,

committed corpus of Adventist
teachers remains a major con-
cern.1 Many Adventist schools,
particularly in the Western
world, have difficulty in re-
cruiting enough students and
are spending a considerable
amount of money collectively
chasing mostly the same students. Fund-
ing remains a never-ending nightmare for
many administrators. And the greatest
challenge of the church’s educational insti-
tutions around the world is to maintain a
clear Adventist identity in what is being
taught and in everyday life on campus.

In the midst of all these challenges,
which have faced us quite some time, an-
other, all-encompassing issue calls for our
urgent attention. In the past few decades,
the world has gradually moved from
modernity to postmodernity. This has af-
fected the Seventh-day Adventist Church
in general, but probably
even more so its educa-
tional system. It has

changed both teachers and stu-
dents. Even though there are
several ways to describe the
increasing diversity of the Ad-
ventist Church, I have con-
cluded that the difference be-
tween modern and postmodern
Adventism is the most basic di-
vide that the church faces
today.2

This article will not attempt
to describe the basic ideas of
postmodernity, as most readers
are well aware of the main is-
sues. There is sufficient litera-

ture for those who want to find a more de-
tailed description of this phenomenon,3

which has aptly been labeled as a world-
view that says no worldview exists! 

There is considerable diversity of opin-
ion as to how and when postmodernity
started, where it will yet go, and, in partic-
ular, when and where it will end. Some ar-
gue that we are currently, with the recent
death of postmodern philosopher Jacques
Derrida, entering the era of post-postmod-
ernism! Yet, few will deny that there has
been a gargantuan change in the way peo-
ple—and in particular young people—

look at the world and at
themselves. Most college-
age men and women belong
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to the ever-growing segment of society that denies the exis-
tence of Truth and rejects the great meta-narratives of the
past, which offered an all-encompassing explanation for hu-
man existence. The words of author Brad Cecil, who has
written numerous publications about Christianity and post-
modernity, may be more accurate than many want to ac-
knowledge: “Postmodernity is the most significant cultural
shift we have seen in the last 500 years. It’s not a genera-
tional issue exclusive to Gen-X or Millennials. In fact, it’s fast
becoming the adopted epistemology of adults. Everyone in
ministry—not just youth and young adult pastors—will
have to wrestle with this phenomenon.”4

Facing the 21st-Century Student 
“There is one thing a professor can be absolutely certain

of: almost every student entering the university believes, or
says he believes, that truth is relative.”5 These words of Alan
Bloom in his bestselling analysis of recent changes in Ameri-
can thinking are even more true today than when they were
written almost two decades ago. They undoubtedly also ap-
ply to many students in Adventist schools. Absolute Truth
has become a plurality of “truths,” i.e., personal preferences
and opinions. Anti-foundationalism is the common thread
woven into the fabric of all postmodern thinking. The con-
viction that there are some absolute Truths, which can serve
as a foundation on which to build an edifice of further
truths, has all but disappeared. Many evangelicals (including

some Adventists) prefer to think of “truth” as fragile threads,
which in themselves offer no indisputable truth, but to-
gether form a “web” of justifiable beliefs.6

L
ike many of their teachers, Adventist students
are somewhere along the continuum between
modernity and postmodernity, but in many
cases they have progressed farther than their
professors. Many have accepted the conclu-

sion that the great stories of the past, which provided a solid
point of reference for answering questions about the world
and about life, have lost their value. Many students, includ-
ing ones from Adventist homes, have lost their trust in or-
ganized religion and in the meta-narrative of Christianity.
They come with their doubts and uncertainties, and wonder
whether their teachers and fellow students have any answers
to the questions they are asking. When my 19-year-old son
studied at one of the Adventist colleges in North America,
he was required to take certain religion courses. I will never
forget his comments: “I must take this class that I am not at
all interested in. I want to know whether God really exists.
But that is not what they [the teachers] want to talk about!”

Today, many Adventist students—even more so than
their parents—live fragmented lives. They tend to be open
toward the spiritual dimension of life, but wonder how reli-
gion fits into the various aspects of their existence. One
thing is clear, however: They are often very suspicious of or-
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ganized, institutional religion. Moreover, a great many of
them find Christianity’s assertion of exclusivity extremely
difficult to swallow, let alone the claim that the Adventist
version of Christianity is the one and only true approach to
faith in God.

As if this is not enough of a challenge for educators who
seek to communicate the Adventist Christian faith, they
must also face the tendency of many of their students to
seek security in insulation from the dissatisfactions and dis-

appointments of the real world. These students often avoid
human contact, chatting online, surfing the Internet; playing
computer games, and using iPods and ever smaller and
more ingenious mobile phones. They maintain a certain dis-
engagement from life that keeps people and even life at a
safe distance.7

S
o, are Adventist educators facing an impossible
challenge? How can they hope to reach postmod-
ern students without selling out their principles?
For sure, their starting point is a lot different
from that of their colleagues a generation or so

ago. “It is no longer enough for preachers [and teachers] to
offer people moral instruction and biblical stories. Now peo-
ple need to be taught how to think and view the world
‘Christianly.’”8 While this is not easy, it offers tremendous
possibilities. Says Dan Kimball, one of the pastors of the
Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz, California: “Postmoder-
nity may be the greatest thing that’s ever happened to youth
ministry. The youth landscape is becoming much as it was
for Paul in Acts 17, and the potential for evangelism is in-
credible. We have the holy privilege of reintroducing Jesus
and the Christian faith to ears and hearts that have never
heard the real thing before.” 9

Those of us who have really tried will testify that it is
possible to communicate with postmodern Adventist youth.
Of course, you must have something to say, and express it in
words they can understand. What you tell them does not
carry weight simply because you are older or because you
are the teacher. Postmodern young people will first think:
Why should I listen to what this person has to say? But
there is a good chance they will listen if you do not pretend
to have all the answers. However, they will disconnect as

soon as they feel they are not being taken seri-
ously. They may be interested in your story if it
rings true and honest, and if you are willing to
listen to their stories and to reserve judgment
even when you do not like what you hear. You
have a good chance to earn their respect and
get a further hearing if you admit that you
yourself do not know all the answers, that
there may be gray areas where judgment may
have to be suspended. But postmodern young
people demand that you be honest about your
own struggles and doubts.

Truth Is Relational
Within the confines of this short article, it

is impossible to deal at length with all the im-
plications of the almost ubiquitous presence of
postmodern thinking on Adventist campuses. I
have chosen four areas of concern, which
would all merit a more extensive treatment.
The brief outline that follows may nonetheless
be helpful. 

First, there is the problem of truth. Think-
ing Adventists, and thinking Adventist teachers in particular,
will have to struggle with this issue. How do we retain the
idea of Truth? There may be less truth than many of us have
believed in the past. The presumption that one possesses the
final truth often leads to arrogance, intolerance, or worse.
(There is, by the way, an immense difference between believ-
ing in absolutes and having some absolute belief about every-
thing.) But this does not mean that our faith is devoid of all
certainty. It may not be a certainty that can be rationally de-
fended; it may, at least in part, be based in other forms of
knowing. Reading a few books about this topic is not only
for those who happen to enjoy reading philosophy in their
spare time. It is essential for those who sense a calling to
communicate the Christian faith in a postmodern context.

A closer look at the postmodern concept of truth reveals
that it is not primarily propositional in nature. Although we
must always maintain that faith has rational content, truth
also has another dimension, which is at least as important.
Truth is primarily relational. This postmodern emphasis is a
much-needed correction of the traditional Adventist empha-
sis on doctrinal truth to the detriment of the much more
comprehensive biblical notion of Truth.10 Doctrine is needed
as a kind of grammar to help structure the way we talk
about faith, but a relationship with God must precede our
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theologizing. Leading students into a living and growing re-
lationship with the Lord, therefore, takes priority over meth-
ods and programs that seek to indoctrinate them with
propositional truth. The “grand story” Adventist
teachers want to convey is not the facts of Advent-
ist history and doctrine, but the meta-narrative of
Jesus Christ. Everything else must come later—
sometimes much later. Jimmy Long, a campus min-
ister with long experience, comments: 

“The key question for X’ers today is: ‘Is it real?’,
not ‘Is it true?’ Their lives are more likely to be
changed through the heart than through the mind.
They need to see the incarnation of the gospel in
people’s lives more than to hear the proclamation of
the gospel through our words. Do we have places
where seekers can see the gospel in action? Do we
invite them into our community? They need to ex-
perience the love of Jesus more than they need to be in-
formed that Jesus is love.”11

I
f we are ready to proceed on this basis, we must be
aware of two other important facts. If the teacher
insists upon beginning from the authority of God’s
Word, rather than from the experience of the lis-
tener, many students will not make a meaningful

connection.12 Also, we must remember that postmodern
people proceed by a process of picking and choosing. The
theologians and administrators of the Adventist Church may
have determined that there are 28 “fundamental beliefs,” but
even if postmodern young people have accepted the validity
of doctrinal statements, they are unlikely to accept the entire
list because the church says so, or because a teacher or pas-
tor, credible though he or she may be, happens to insist that
all these points are important. These young people will (at
least initially) select those items from the list that feel good
and seem relevant. 

Generations of Christians have believed that divine truth
is found in the Bible. Adventist teachers concur. But the re-
ality is that most of their students, even those coming from

solid Adventist homes—and even many freshmen theology
students—are biblically illiterate. It is essential to encourage
them to read (rather than study!) the Bible for themselves, in
a translation that helps to make the Word accessible. It is
wrong and counterproductive to organize their Bible reading
in such a way that it is primarily aimed at finding proof
texts for Adventist doctrines. Let them read the stories of the
Bible and allow them to draw their own conclusions, even if
their interpretation may at times appear to be flawed. There
will, hopefully, come a time for dialogue, once students dis-
cover the Bible as a very special book that speaks to them in
a way no other book does.

Spirituality, Yes; Church, No 
In Western Europe (where I presently live), talking about

religion is no longer taboo. Just a decade or so ago, you did
not tell others about your faith. In fact, discussing one’s sex
life was more acceptable than discussing one’s religion. Post-
modern people—all over the world—are more open to spir-

ituality than the previous generation. But, at the
same time, they are deeply suspicious of institu-
tions—including the church. The Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church, alas, does not fare any better in
their opinion than other denominations.

Unfortunately, this aversion (or at best, indiffer-
ence) toward organized religion is understandable.
The dark side of Christianity is too obvious to ig-
nore. Too many things in the distant and recent
past have been “baptized” as “Christian” despite
the fact that they were totally foreign to the nature
of its Founder. Too many representatives of the
Christian Church have behaved in ways that were
repulsive rather than inspiring. And, unfortunately,
it is not difficult to find things in any church that
belie its beliefs and ideals.

This poses a major dilemma for Adventist edu-
cational institutions, for they are part and parcel of
the institutional church. It is, therefore, of para-
mount importance that spiritual activities not be
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conceived and presented as duties imposed by the school (as
an extension of the church), but as a sincere effort to re-
spond to the expressed needs of the students. Of course, it
is extremely difficult to ensure that appropriate rules be
maintained and that a reasonable amount of discipline is
maintained, without being “institutional.” However, students
are perceptive enough to see whether the spiritual side of
school life is a piece of baggage that the school staff mem-
bers routinely carry along through the academic year, or
whether there is an intentional and sustained effort to truly

listen to the spiritual concerns of the students and to re-
spond in loving and creative ways. Students will also per-
ceive immediately whether the faculty simply impose reli-
gious activities on the students, or are also themselves
genuinely and enthusiastically involved in the religious life
of the school.

T
his is not to say that the institutional church is
unimportant. However, true community, where
people care for one another, is the essence of
“doing church.” The core meaning of the
church is not embedded in traditions, doc-

trines, and policies. These do have their place, but they will
follow at some later stage after people have concluded that
the church is a community where they belong.

Stewards
Postmodern people do not believe in the modern myth

of constant progress. They have ample evidence that scien-
tific discoveries do not always improve
society or enhance one’s chances for a
longer and happier life. The generation
approaching adulthood no longer be-
lieves, as their parents did, that they
will be better off than the previous gen-
eration, and that their children will do
better than they. On the contrary, they
see a world that is increasingly divided
between rich and poor, and they can-
not fail to notice that a small percent-
age of the world’s population is reck-
lessly consuming the Earth’s resources.
They are worried about the enormous
environmental problems they see
around the globe and are angry about
the way commercial interests tend to
prevail over air and water quality,
threatening the survival of plants and
animals. They want a more equitable

distribution of wealth. Postmodern people are sympathetic
to the biblical notion of stewardship, but more often than
not they are disappointed by the ways in which many Chris-
tians model this virtue. 

Seventh-day Adventists talk a lot about stewardship.
Many young people who have grown up in the church,
however, wonder about the deep chasm between what many
Adventists say and do in this regard. They find it difficult to
comprehend that many organizations and institutions that
promote stewardship as one of their “fundamental beliefs”

do not recycle waste, devise proactive policies to
minimize the use of energy, or install alternative en-
ergy sources in their buildings. They regard with dis-
dain the fact that the Adventist concept of steward-
ship, in practice, tends to be narrowed down to a
few dietary practices, abstinence from tobacco and
alcohol, and a 10 percent denominational levy on the

income of church members. 
We would do a great injustice to claim that this picture

is universally accurate. But there can be little doubt that it is
true in far too many cases, and that this is also what many
students see in the institutional milieu in which Adventism
presents itself to them. If there is an area in which the true
ethos of Adventism touches the ideas of postmodernism, it
is here. Adventist educators ought to focus on this far more
aggressively.

Integrity
All of the above are closely related to the key issue of

this discussion: Those who want to minister to the postmod-
ern generation must radiate integrity. Postmodern people are
instantly turned off by hypocrisy. They do not expect the
people who teach them to be faultless, but they want them
to be real. They refuse to accept major discrepancies be-
tween what their teachers say and demand as representatives
of their employing institution, and what they say and do in
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their private lives. If a school institutes rigid policies regard-
ing movies that can be shown during social evenings, if it
strictly enforces rules about the kind of drinks that can be
served in the cafeteria or obtained via the campus coin ma-
chines, and other lifestyle issues—these policies must be
more than a traditional policy or principle that must be pre-
served at all costs. They must be also be practiced by the
majority of the staff members. If the teachers are not pre-
pared to model the kind of life they demand from the stu-
dents, there is no justification for expecting it from them.
Nothing more thoroughly undermines the respect of stu-
dents for their teachers and other church members than
does a chasm between their words and their deeds.

W
hen I visit the offices of our church in
various places, I can find numerous lo-
cations in the buildings where I can get
a cup of coffee or can of Coca-Cola,
while the official rules, of course, allow

for no such thing. When I tell my (postmodern) grown-up
children about this, they do not laugh. They get angry be-
cause they dislike this discrepancy between official theory
and actual practice, which they have noticed again and
again as we have moved between various countries in the
service of the church. Many members of the “older genera-
tion” do not appreciate how important it is for postmodern
people to deal with the “real thing.”

For the Adventist educator who desires to draw students
toward Christ and to guide them closer to the community of
His disciples, deeds will always speak louder than words.
Ellen G. White, the pioneer of Adventist education par excel-
lence, emphasized this over and over again. “A true, lovable
Christian is the most powerful argument that can be ad-
vanced in favor of Bible truth. Such a man is Christ’s repre-
sentative. His life is the most convincing evidence that can
be borne to the power of divine grace.”13 “No other influence
that can surround the human soul has such power as the in-
fluence of an unselfish life. The strongest argument in favor
of the gospel is a loving and lovable Christian.”14

It is significant for Seventh-day Adventist educators that
Ellen White repeatedly pointed to the need for total in-
tegrity. The following citation from Testimonies, volume 3, is
just one of a vast range of her statements about integrity:
“Energy, moral integrity, and strong purpose for the right are
qualities that cannot be supplied with any amount of gold.
Men possessing these qualifications will have influence
everywhere. Their lives will be more powerful than lofty elo-
quence. God calls for men of heart, men of mind, men of
moral integrity, whom He can make the depositories of His
truth, and who will correctly represent its sacred principles
in their daily life.”15

In closing, I take the liberty of slightly adapting a power-
ful statement made by Jimmy Long, whom I quoted earlier:
“Our [approach in Adventist education] needs to be rela-
tional, expressing genuine concern and love for others; it
ought to be [driven by] friendship. . . . We need to become

a true counter-culture community that radically lives out the
life and teachings of Christ and the apostles in our own.
Our [ministry] will be effective in postmodern culture only
as we live lives of transparent honesty, integrity, and purity.
We must be willing to declare the unchanging, normative
story of God’s redemptive work in Christ through our own
individual and corporate stories, and demonstrate by our
lives the truth of the words we speak.”16 

Young postmoderns will grow in their Christian lives
more by observing how other Christians live than by listen-
ing to what they say. In the end, attracting them to Adven-
tism is all about building meaningful relationships and mod-
elling a life that convinces not by its perfection but by its
caring service and utter sincerity. �
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