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BY GARY LAND 

eventh-day Adventist acad
emy and college faculty face 
daily the challenge of teaching 
their subjects from a Christian 
point of view. Chtueh ad
ministrators and parents ex

pect this, and it is a major justifica
tion for operating a paroc:hial 
school system. But perhaps 
most imponamly. integration of 
faith and learning gives expres-
sion to the belief that Chris-
tianity deals with the whole of 
life. 

Ful6lling this goal can be dif
ficult, since most of the re
sources in our disciplines are 
decidedly secular. Hence, we 
must continually re-examine the 
nature of Chiistian teaching in 
order to improve both our un
deiSWl.ding and our practice. 

When we try to "think 
Christianly" about any disci
pline, we must recognize that 
we are relating two different ele
ments-Our faith as expressed 
theologically md our chosen 
field of study. To integrate faith and 
learning successfully, we must un
derstand clearly the nature of both. 
This will help us see the points of 
contact. The following discussion 
will explore these issues as they re-

late to history, but the discussion bas 
implications for other disciplines as 
well. 

Pldlasop&y of History 
The philosophy-or theology-of 

history is a time-honored discipline, but 

a different one from that of history. 
Rather than closely analyzing specific 
events, as does the historian, the 
philosopher of history tries to discern 
some overarcbing pattern of significance 
to human existence. Instead of telling a 

story, the philosopher tries to tell 
us about the meaning of events. 
Jacques Barzun has distinguished 
four criteria of history: "Nanative, 
Chronology, Concreteness, and 
Memorability. "1 In contr3St, james 
M. Connolly writes: 

The philosophers of history 
utilize the raw material of the 
historian, they direct their gaze 
upon the total process of his
tory itself and seek to abstract 
from the process those laws or 
patterns tJutt they feel give 
meaning to the process ofhis
tory.2 

We are pUISUing this latter 
function when we try to work 
out our philosophy of bisto:ty. 
As Clnistians, our reflection on 
history's meaning arises out of 
our biblical understanding. In 
that sense, our methodology 
differs from tbat of the secular 
philosopher, but the goal re
mains the same: a statement of 

,. history's meaning. 
This distinction is impor

tant. A pbilosophyofbistory, be
cause of its abstract nature, does not 
necessarily apply to the teaching or 
writing of history. That does not 
imply a lack of connection between 
the .two. Patrick Gardiner, for in-
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stance, in commenting on.-_the 
Marxist philosophy of history, -makes 
an applicable point. He writes. · 

Theories of this kin4 may indeed 
be regarded in some respects as 
"pointers" to types of historical ma
terial which may prove relevant to 
the understanding of a particular 
historical situation, from a certain 
angle and for certain purposes . ... 
Their significance lies in their sug
gestive power, their directive im
portance., 

The Christicm Uadetslaucbg of History 
just as the worldview 

of Marxist historians 
guides them to give 
special attention to eco
nomic factors, just as 
behaviorist historians re
gard environmental in
fluence of supreme 
importance, so Ouistian 
history teachers need to 
examine their own 
worldview to under
stand its suggestive 
power for the classroom. 
Because the discipline of 
history depends upon 
documentation, we can
not expect that all as
pects of the Olristian 
understanding of history 
can be directly applied 
to our teaching. How
ever, Christian teachers 
will find that their 
worldview directs their 
attention to certain historical facts 
and gives them a framework for in
terpreting them. This is the direction 
in which we need to look in order to 
bridge the gap betWeen a philosophy 
of history and history. 

In the past, much Adventist dis
cussion about a Christian approach 
to history has revolved around the 
issue of providence or God's inter
vention in human affairs. I can recall 
one of my college history teachers in 
the mid-1960s telling our class that a 
conference educational superinten
dent had requested a list of God's in-
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terventions in American history so that 
these could be taught in the schools! Ex
cept for those events explicitly identified 
in the Bible and Ellen White's >vritings, 
however, most Adventist history teach
ers have resisted such calls to identify 
God's activity in history, for they believe 
that such an effon is largely speculative. 
The supernarural aspect of the divine in
fluence cannot-by definiQ.on-appear 
in the documentary evidence. 

The Christian teacher must explain to 
students that God is active in history but 

that when we move beyond revela
tion; our knowledge becomes limited. 
We believe God works in history 
today as He did in biblical times, but 
only when we meet Him in eternity 
will He reveal fully what we now see 
through a glass darkly. 

While providence is certainly an 
imponant element in the Christian 
understanding of history, it is not the 
only one. Other aspects-because 
they are more closely tied to historical 
evidence- may be more fruitful for 
the classroom. As C. T. Mcintire 
writes: 

Christian historiogra
phy refers not simply to 
history written by 
Christians, nor to histori
cal studies of the church 
and theology, but to an 
historiography which it
self examines the history 
of peoples, soci£tal struc
tures and institutions, 
ideas, mores, and pat
terns of life, according to 
the sorts of insights and 
values provided by a 
Christian view of people, 
society, norms, history, 
the world and the whole 
of created reality.< 

.Appimtion toT eociiag 
An imponant element 

of a Christian philosophy 
of history is our under
standing of human na
ture. As the writings of 

theologian Reinhold Niebuhr have 
made clear, the Bible presents human 
beings as free and yet limited. Be
cause of their inability to accept their 
crearureliness, hUIIl2.IlS become pride
ful, seeking to take God's place. The 
Christian teacher must recognize, 
therefore, that human motives are 
mixed. Both benevolent and selfish 
forces are often present in our actions 
and the laner often desrroy the for
mer. In approaching 19th-century 
American abolitionism, for instance, 
the Christian historian can accept the 
possibility that a sincerely held moral-



-:~~-the-re
f~~:with. 
conscious or uncon
scious desires for 
power or comrol 

The. teacher might 
spend time. for exam
ple, on William Uoyd 
Gan:ison, showing that 
he so strongly opposed 
slavery that he will
ingly faced mobs de
tennined to kill bim. 
At the same time., how
ever, Gartison's single
minded courage made· 
~ difficult for him to 
work with othets, par
ticularly when they 
opposed his tactics. 
Hence, virtually every 
organization he joined 
ended up being split 
between a Gmisonian 
and anti-Garrisonian 
wing, thereby under
cutting the eHeaive
ness of the abolitionist 
cause. In dealing with 
examples such as this, the teacher's 
conclusions will be guided by the ev
idence. However, viewing humanity 
as a complex mixture of good and 
evil will help guard against either too 
pessimistic or too optimistic an inter
pretation. 

I.ikewise, the teacher can examine 
the culture of an entire society or age. 
Knowing that humanity's pride 
causes people to replace God with 
their own lmowledge and ideals, the 
Christian teacher will study whether 
particular cultural manifestations 
such as the Enlightenment have ful
filled a religious function. In this 
case, the teacher can show how even 
a strong critic of Christianity such as 
Voltaire put in its place a rationalistic 
deism, to the point of even building a 
chapel in his old age. The instructor 
will also want to discover how Chris
tians themselves have imbibed the 
ideals of the secular culture and mixed 
these concepts with their religion. 
Again. during the Enlightenment, 
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many Christian thinkers, including 
joseph Butler and David Hartley, devel
oped rationalistic theologies that paral
leled in many respectS their more radi
cal colleagues. Study of the religious 
function of cultural movements could 
also be applied to movements such as 
romanticism, Macdsm, and existential
ism. 

The Christian moral SWldard offers 
a second major area for investigation. 
The personal morality demanded by the 

T-en Commandments, 
-while not giving us li
cense to condemn 
others. may suggest 
possible clues as to the 
strengths and weak
nesses-of individuals 
and Cultures. The ad
monishments of 
prophets can be used 
in the same way, sen
sitizing us to how a 
given society treats its 
politically and eco
nomically weak mem
bers. This morality 
further teaches us to 
regard all people as 
~regardless 
of~. race, or~ 

Christian teachers 
who take this philoso
phy seriously will 
view things univer
sally, avoiding the pit
falls of elitist, Western
dominated, present
minded history. They 
will teach history from 

the "bottom up,, seeking to view 
events from the perspective of the 
lower classes. At the same time, they 
must not allow themselves to lose 
sight of the individual in favor of the 
nameless masses. 

One good way to work the "aver
age" petSOD. into the teacbmg of 20th 
century history is to have students 
write their own family histories, look
ing in particular at the ways in which 
recent depressions and wars. and ge
ographic and social mobility have af
fected their own families. Students 
can do most of the research for such 
a projea through interViews with 
parents, grandparents, auntS, and un
cles. Students usually find this an en
joyable and eye-opening experience. 
For Adventist students. it also pro
vides insight into the religious history 
of their families. 

Christian morality also offers a 
perspective for judging institutional 
and teclmical developments. It 
makes us aware that what is good for 
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one class may be bad for an
other and what offers material 
advancement may harm the 
environment, limit social jus
tice, and desrroy spiritual values. 
The impact of industrialism in 
the 19th and 20th centuries, 
for inswlce, gives both stu

dents and teachers much to re
flect upon as they examine its 
positive and negative influ
ences. 

This last point leads to a 
third area. Christian teachers 
believe that God's principal ac
tivity is spiritual and that 
Christianity, however imper
fect human practice of it seems 
to be, is the major embodiment 
of God's redemptive purpose 
on earth. Therefore, they will 
be particularly inte~ed in 
spiritual factors-especially the 
role of the Christian church. 
Although-as noted earlier
there are limitations in using 
providence as an explanatory 
principle, the Christian instruc
tor will ex:unine the conditions 
that hinder or encourage the 
development of spirituality and 
the effects of spiritual forces, 
such as human religiosity, 
within the larger historical con
text. 

Teachers can show the links 
between 19th-century evangel
ical Ouistianity and social re
form in Great Britain and the 
United States, focusing on such 
individuals as William Wil
berforce, William Gladstone, 
Phoebe Palmer, and Harriet 
Beecher Stowe. Teachers can 
also discuss what happens 
when the church fails in its 
mission; for example, southern 
Christians' defense of slavery 
prior to the American Gvil 
War and the churches' accom
modation to Adolf Hitler in the 
1930s. The Christian church 
can thereby serve as a focal 
point of historical study as stu
dents examine its role as both a 
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mover and a recipient of his
torical forces. 

likewise, history teachers 
and their students can also an
alyze the development of free
dom, studying its origins, 
growth, retreats, and effectS, 
taking special note of its rela
tionship with spirituality. The 
history of religious liberty is 
especially appropriate in this 
context. American history 
teachers can discuss Adventist 
experiences with Sunday laws 
and figures such as Uriah 
Smith, A. T. Jones, and 
Charles Longacre who Jed the 
fight against them. Out of 
such study new interpretive 
patterns may arise, perhaps 
even new ways of presenting 
history in a uniquely Christian 
way, while using the same 
kinds of evidence as other in
terpretations. 

These three areas-human 
nature, morality, and the sig
nificance of the spiritual-are 
only suggestive of the possibil
ities of Christian philosophy 
for the history teacher. By di
recting our thinking along 
lines such as these, we will be 
able to interpret "human life in 
the light of [our) Christian vi
sion of that life, sorely dis
torted by sin, yet redeemed by 
Divine mercy, and healed by 
Divine grace, and called to the 
inheritance of an everlasting 
kingdom...,, 

Dr. Gary Land is Chainnan of 1M 
History DtpaT!l7lrnl aL Andrews 
University, &rna~ Springs, 
Michigan. 
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D. W. Bebbington, Patterns in 
History: A Christian View (Downers 
Grove, Ill.: lnterVarsity Press, 
1979), 211 pp., paper. Reprint, 
Patterns in History: A Christian Per
spective on Historical Thought (Grand 



Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 1991), 
221 pages, paper. 

hi excellent introductory survey and 
critique of the major philosophies of his
tory. Contains a 14-page annotated · 
bibliography. 

Colin Brown, History and Faith: A 
Personal Exploration (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Academie Books, Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1987), 129 pages, 
paper. 

A useful analysis of historical 
methodology and its relationship to 
the historical aspects of Christian be-
lief. · 

langdon Gilkey, Reaping the Whirlwind: 
A Christian Interpretation of History (New 
York: The Seabury Press, 1976), 446 
pages, hardbound. 

A theological analysis of the major 
Christian philosophers of history by an 
American theologian. Quite cflfficult, but 
important 

C. T. Mcintire, ed., God, History, and 
Historians: An Anthology of Modem Christian 
V"rews of History (New Yorlc Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1977), 477 pages, paper. 

hi anthology of 20th-century writings 
by theologians, philosophers, and histori
ans addressing both the meaning of history 
and historical methodology. Essential 
reading. 

C. T. Mcintire and Ronald Wells, History 
and Historical Understanding (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1984), 144 pages, paper. 

A collection of essays, mostly by histori
ans, addressing the role of the Christian 
historian and the impact of historical 
methodology on faith. 

George Marsden and Frank Roberts, eds., 
A Christian View of History? (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Wilflam B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1975), 201 pages, paper. 

A collection of essays, largely by Galvin 
College teachers. Most of the essays are 
practically rather than theoretically ori
ented. Contains an excellent bibliographi
cal essay on "Christianity and History." 
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Ronald H. Nash, Christian Faith and Historical 
Understanding (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zonder
van Publishing House/Dallas, Texas: Probe 
Ministries International, 1984), 170 pages, 
paper. 

A philosopher's examination of historical 
methodology, particularly as it relates to the 
historicity of Chrisfs resurrection. 

Siegfried J. Schwantes, The Biblical 
Meaning of If/story (Mountain View, Calif.: 
Pacific Press Publishing Association, 

1970), 192 pages, paper. 
A SevenltKiay Adventist theolo

gian's discussion of history's meaning, 
focusing on history as the story of 
freedom. 

Geo111e Edgar Shankel, God and 
Man in History (Nashville, Tenn.: 
Southern Publishing Association, 
1967), 268 pages, hardbound. 

The first book-length effort at de
veloping a philosophy of history by a 

Seventh-day Adventist 

Roy swanstrom, History in the Making: 
An Introduction to the Study of the Past 
(Downers Grove, Ill.: lnterVarsity Press, 
1978), 137 pages, paper. 

A fine little book written for the college 
freshman to introduce some of the ques
tions that historical study raises for the 
Christian. Also explains why the Christian 
needs to take history seriously. 

Ronald A. Wells, History Through the Eyes 
of Fafth (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1989), 262 pages, paper. 

Rather than discussing theoretically 
how a Christian might approach history, 
the author attempts to interpret 1he history 
of western civilization "Christianly." Writ
ten as a supplement for western civiflza
tion courses. 
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