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have a document in my files listing 
"Fourry [sic] One Biblical Reasons Why 
Men Should Grow Rcard~." One of the 
most fascinating n:asons is that. accord· 
ing to Matthew 10:30, God has num· 
bcrcd aU the hJirs on our head. \<\'ho, the 
argument runs, could be so arroganr as 

ro cur off what God cared enough ro count~ An· 
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other argument is that God created men wirh beards. 
md it is rhcrefore sinfu l tO efface the image of God by 
shaving. Further. a man shJJI nor wear that which per
tains ro a woman (Deurcronom}' 22:5), and women 
have bare f.1ces. Along the same line, rhe article points 
our that the effeminate shall nor enter rhe kingdom of 
heaven (sec 1 Corinthians 6:9\. 111e manuscript's clincher 
argument is that "Christ our example wore a beard." 

Other individual Adventists have goaen so carried 
away with the topic that rhcy have equated shaving wirh 
having rhe mark of the bc.1st in rhe last days. "Shav
ing," wrote one advocate of abstinence in a document 
entitled "Year 1940: Another CJIJ for rhe Remnant 
Church," "is one of rhc gods of rhis world today .... 
When vou shave )'OU are not worshipping God, but the 
devil. He has tried to change the Fourth Command
ment; now he is trying to change the First Command· 
mcnr .... vVhen you try to improve upon God's hand
iwork, by shaving. you make a sorry mess of ir, and you 
will have ro answer for it in rhc nc-.u· fi.1rure." 

)ames White tried ro pur a lid on d1e religious fas
cination with shaving in Adventism as early as 1857 by 
saying that "we must beg to b~.: excused from raking 
any interest in the question, or discussing irs merits or 
demerits in the Ret·iew, as 

( ___ . /. 
Versus 

subject of beards]; and nctmaliry, now-a-days, is si
lence."' 

Bur wirming an argument with those having a bur
den in any sector of the theology of the edges borders 
on the impossible. One saint, for example, later argued 
rhat White had hardly been silent on d1e topic of beards. 
Since he sported one of d1e bushiest beards in Adven
rism. the assertion went, he had obviou~ly vored against 
shaving. 

Two Ways of Doing Theology 
How. we might ask, could james White contend 

that shaving wasn't a Bible topic? After all, didn't those 
with a burden for rhe subject have some forceful Bible 
texts and a logical framework in which ro argue rhose 
p,1ssages~ The point underlying W11irc's contention had 
nod1ing to do with rhcir texts or their logic bur wirh 
rhc fact that the anti-shaving Adventists were nor deal
ing with w med1ing d1at was cenrr,ll to rhe biblical mes
sage. 

Ellen White held d1e same opinion. Her son wrote 
that "when brethren have come to her, expressing rheir 
great burden over rhis matter [of shaving], she has said 
that ir would be much beaer for them to exercise their 

rime and mental power in 
we cannot look upon it as .1 
Bible question . ... We de· 
sign ro be neutral [on the 

BY GEORGE R. Ki\IGHT 
dealing with more viral 
questions."' Indeed, rhe Ad
ven tist beard-mongers 

4 ADVENTIST EDUCATION • ArRi l / MAY 2000 



weren't short on texts of a sort or a certain type of 
logic. Rather, they fell short on centrality, on having 
a vital topic. They were focusing on a theology of the 
edges. Many educators, Wllorrunatcly, have fallen inro 
the same pit. 

Advenrisr history, like that of other denomina
tions, is linered with the remains of those who fo
cused on a theology of the edges. People can read the 
Rible, Ellen White, and other authors in at least rwo 
ways. One is ro look tor their central themes; the 

542 

other is to search for whatever is new and ditlcrcnt. 
The fi rst approach leads to what can be called a thc
olo~:,ry of the center, while the second produces a the
ology of the edges. 

..._.--.-..; or years, 1 followed the second path in 
1 my reading of religious materials. With

~ out thinking through the const:quenccs, 
' I began to make collections of Bible verses 

and Ellen White quotations that seemed 
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The overan curriculum 
and ns varuous compo ... 
nents should be aomed 
at lu~~~~~n~ students un
~erstand the bHD pic .. 
tore, ihe grarnd central 
themes oi the Bilbue. 

out of the ordinary. In the process, I dis
covered "new light" that no one else was em
phasizing. My method led me to gather up 
the more extreme statements on the "new 
and different" topics I was interested in, re
move them from their contexts, and torm 
my own "authoritative" compilations. After 
I felt confident about my discoveries, it be
came my mission to teach others the im
portance of my .. advanced light." 

Unfortunately, that method of srudy roo 
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often creates a theology that even God can't 
recognize. It leads to distortions and em
phases not found in the original inspired 
writings. By such a method, we make our 
arguments appear to be God's arguments; 
we make God fit into our agenda rather than 
perceiving and teaching what He thinks is 
important. Too many teachers are caught up 
in such hobby-horse approaches. 

Emphasizing What Is Central and Vital 
Ellen White's book Education helped me 

move away from my theology-of-the-edges 
approach. "The Bible," she wrote, "is its own 

expositor. Scriprure is to be compared 
with scripture. The student should 

learn to view the word as a whole, 
and to see the relation of its parts. 
He should gain a knowledge of its 
grand central theme, of God's orig-
inal purpose for the world. of the 
rise of the great controversy [be

tween good and 
evil), and of 
the work of re
demption. He 
should under-
stand the nature 

of the two prin
ciples that are con

tending for supremacy, 
and should learn to rrace 

their working through the 
records of history and 

prophecy, to the great con
summation. He should see 
how this controversy enters 
into every phase of human 
experience; how in every act 
of life he himself reveals 

the one or the other of 
the two antagonistic 

motives; and how, 
whether he will or 

not, he is even now 
deciding upon which 

side of the controversy he will be found. m 

A similar passage defines the central 
theme of S<:ripture even more precisely. "The 
centra/theme of the Bible, the theme about 
which every other in the whole book clusters, 
is the redemption plan, the restoration in the 
human soul of the image of God." "Viewed 
in the light" of the "grand central thought" 
of the Bible, "every topic has a new signifi
cance ...... 

These important passages set the stage 

for healthy instruction in the theological 
realm. The Ol•eral/ curriculum and its various 
components should be aimed at helping stu
dents understand the big picture, the grand cen
tral themes of the Bible. 

Discovering the Centrality of the Center 
The importance of tocusing on the cen

tral issues of the Christian/ Adventist faith 
was brought forcefully to my mind some 
years ago when I was holding public lectures. 
In the midst of the second week, a percep
tive woman told me she wasn't going to come 
the next night because she didn't like my 
topic-I was going to tell her what she 
shouldn't do. Personally, I thought my topic 
was right on. After all, with a title like "Why 
I Don't Eat Rats, Snakes, and Snails," how 
could I go wrong? Humbling myself, I told 
her that if she came the next evening, she 
would conclude that it was the best lecture 
yet. 

V!V
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· · through what I really 
hoped to accomplish. In 
retrospect, I am ever

lastingly grateful to that insightful woman. 
She forced me to think through my presen
tation and my goals; she forced me to fmd 
the center. 

The next evening, I focused on the cen
tral theme of the Bible-God loves us. Within 
that context, I noted that because He loves 
us, He wants us to be happy. And, I pointed 
out, we are happiest when we feel good, 
when we are healthy. Therefore, God wants 
us to take care of our bodies and our minds; 
not as some negative restriction but as a pos
itive blessing of inestimable value. 

In presenting that lecture, I not only 
taught the center, but I also helped my au
dience relate it to their everyday lives. As a 
teacher, I have sought to accomplish the same 
goals. I want my students to see the big pic
ture. I also want them to see how the more 
peripheral topics relate to those of absolute 
centrality. In the process, I desire them to 
see that hobbr-horse topics all roo often don't 
tie in with the main themes and concerns of 
the Bible. 

Teachers in Adventist schools must help 
their students discover the great central 
themes of their faith. Those themes orient 
themselves around two quite related em
phases. The tirst is the great biblical truths 



that Adventists share with otht:r Chrisri3.11S. 
TI1cse include the love of God, the problem 
of sin, God's plan for saving people through 
Jesus Christ, the importance of having a per
sonal relationship with God, the centrality 
of the Bible, the importance of practical 
Christianity, and the development of Chris
tian character. 

Teachers must help their students un
demand that Adventism and irs doctrines 
have no \'alue outside of the larger Chris
tian pJcbge that the: denomination shares 
with other Christians. Within that context, 
however, the cc:nrral biblical rmths that make 
Adventism unique: rake: on a great deal of 
importance. In the conteXt of the plan of sal
vation, such Adventist disrincrives as the pre
millennia! Second Advent, the: heavenly min
isoy of Jesus, the seventh-day Sabbath, God's 
cominuing guidance of His people through 
the gift of prophecy, and the missiological 
implic,ltions of the three angels' messages of 
Revelation 14 define what it means to be an 
Adventist Christian. 

What Does This Mean for Classroom 
Teaching? 

What relevance, you may be wondering, 
does this have for my daily reaching? For 
one thing, it means raking the opposite ap
proach from some of the Bible workbooks 
with which I began my teaching career in 
the late 1960s. Those workbooks, for one 
reason or another, all roo often missed the 
central issues. I sliU remember correcting an
swers that dealt with such "crucial" infor
mation as the name of the mother of Moses's 
father-in-law or the number of people who 
were killed in a certain battle. To put it 
bluntly, far roo many of the questions cen
tered on the lowest possible rung on the t,tx
onom)' of knowledge-the memorization 
and regurgitation of facts. 

While esoteric facts may have their place, 
our primary task as Christian reachers is to 
impart thc:ological and biblical knowledge 
in a wa)' that helps our srudents see the big 
picntre. We must help them understand how 
that picrure aficcred tl1e lives and choices of 
biblical characters, as well as how tl1at same 
picrure and the principles imbedded in it con
tinue to affect our lives today. 

Bible stories and parables offer a de
lightful way to introduce these ideas. Take, 
for example. the srory of the loving Fatl1er 
in Luke 15. As I work witlt my students, I 
ask rl1em ro rc:ad tl1e story in several versions, 
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"io hgip our students 
become balanced 
followers of Jesus, 
we must help ihem 
gmbrace a 1heoiogv of 
the tenter and use ihat 
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U21idity 1Jf those iOI!iCS 
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or, better yet, divide up and ncr our the three 
parables and tl1c all-imporram introduction 
in tl1e chapter's first two verses. Then we dis
cuss rl1e main lessons tl1ey have gleaned from 
the story. I oti:en use leading quescions. Why, 
for example, does rejoicing appear in each 
of the three parables? Why docs tlte chapter 
begin and end with gn.tmbling? What does 
the chapter teach us about such ropics as 
human losrncss, repentance, and the love of 
God? ·why docs the story's lesson seem to 
be backwards? That is, why docs tl1e wicked 
younger boy get a parry rather than the older 
one who stayed at home and acted the part 
of a good son? 

nd, of course, I wouldn't want 
to avoid tl1e all-important but 
frustrating conclusion. Why 
is it that the parable: has no 
ending? Why doesn't it tell us 

what the older son decided? Here is an in
viracion ro apply tl1e parable to our day. The 
reason the srory lacks a conclusion is that it 
isn't over yet. Many of us are that older son 
standing face to face with tl1e Fatl1cr. We are 
confronted with the same choices as the 
"good" boy. 

Through the imaginative use of such 
Bible passages, we can help young people 
not only become involved in Scripntre (es
pecially if thC)' act out tl1e passage witl1 the 
proper fucial, bodily, and verbal c~-pressions), 

bur also learn tl1e lessons that Jesus so much 
wanted to rc:ach His disciples-and us. 

Another approach tl1at I have used in 
helping young people discover the: great 
themes of the Bible is to have tl1em srudy a 

passage: and summarize its main point in two 
or three sentences. They may nor all come 
up with the same "main point," but their 
written answers provide ideas for a discus
sion in which the class can begin to collec
tively deal with the meaning of the passage. 

The first chapter of Matthew is a good 
candidate for this technique. In their re
sponses, some srudents will get lost in the 
gcnealog)', others wiU be fascinated with the 
3 x 14 generations. and still otl1ers will tocus 
on the virgin birth. Bur some will undoubt
edly focus on verse 21, which states that Jesus 
came to save His people from tl1cir sins. Witl1 
some: thoughr and skill, the teacher can lead 
srudcnts to sec how all the other parts of the 
chapter lead up to the claim of verse 21 and 
how the rest of Matthew flows out of it. After 
all, that verse is nor only the central one in 
Matthew l , but also the theme for Martl1cw's 
entire Gospel. In fact, it is a theme that nJnS 

from Genc:sis 3:15 tl1rough the end of the 
Book of Revelation. 

Teaching theological information, as I 
noted in tl1e previous issue of the }OUR.'IAL, 

is only a parr of the reaching of religion. 
Without a personal experience with Christ, 
the information is essentially useless. How
ever, within this context, the information 
forms the basis for a Christian's walk with 
God. 

Bur., as 1 have pointed om in tl1is an icle, 
we need ro emphasize the knowledge that is 
central ro tl1e biblical text. Our sntdents need 
to understand the great central tl1emcs of d1e 
Bible. Then they will be able to evaluate: the 
importance and usefulness of other bits and 
pieces of knowledge that they fi.nd in scrip
ture. To help our srudcnts become balanced 
followers of Jesus, we must help them em
brace a theology of the center and use that 
perspective to evaluate the importance and 
validity of those topics on the edges. P 

Dr. George R. Knight is Professor of Church 
History at A11drews Universio: Berrien Springs. 
Michigm1. He hns awhored or edited a mlm

ber of books nnd articles on Adventist educn
tion. 
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