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FOREWORD

fter decades of involvement with church mission through corporate

communication internationally, an opportunity arose to test
what I had learned elsewhere and express it in a local church setting.
This came as our family settled in the American West. In my first
conversation with leaders of the Rocky Mountains Conference in
2014, I was given the tasks of engaging with local churches to listen
and learn about their needs, and of creating a needed link between
the leadership and the local church. What can we learn from our
worldwide family? You could help us.

What transpired was a communication program aimed at fostering
a conversation and connecting with global issues as they are seen on
the local scene. Differences of opinion about “faith in action” and
learning how to apply the commission of Christ, first given to His
early followers in a different culture, in our culture offered a challenge
to a diverse and multifaceted church culture. As a communicator, I
recognised that the issues we are encountering are similar, but how
we engage with each other can be enriched through the knowledge
and experiences of others.

So, Mountain Views* was born.
Most of the essays in this compilation have appeared in Mountain
Views. In requesting this foreword, Nathan Brown, the author of the

essays, asked me, “Why invite writers from the other side of the world
to contribute to a regional publication?”

As a global Christian communion, Seventh-day Adventists are one
family of believers yet represent a cultural kaleidoscope. Our magazine
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aimed to contribute to an atmosphere of the common discovery of
a contemporary expression of faith—not so much by declarations of
what we know as the truth of the gospel, but by how faith is expressed
and lived out around the world. Simply stated, what is Adventism
today, and is it vibrant and connected with the issues and needs of
today’s society?

What comes to mind is Christ’s declaration: “You are the light of
the world” (Matthew 5:14). He is not saying that the rest is darkness.
To the contrary, He believed that light can have different hues, and
different people see light in different intensity. When the apostle Paul
found himself at Aeropagus Hill in Athens, he was not discouraged
that they disregarded the message about his God, but commended
them for coming to meet him.

The phrase “We have the truth” is often expressed in a manner that
causes the hearer to conclude, “Ha, you think you are better than me!”
In so many of his writings, Nathan Brown points out that a mindset
observed among many Christians is that they think they are the best
and wisest, testifying to deep complexes, and thus being un-Christian.
It is for this reason that we aim to present views in Mountain Views
that represent the same truth but with openness and relevance for
today. Our international writers express themselves in a missionary
manner—meeting, listening, supporting each other, all based on how
the scriptures express themselves.

In the words of psychologist Adam M Grant from The Wharton
School, University of Pennsylvania, “The highest compliment from
someone who disagrees with you is not “You were right.” It’s “You made
me think.” Good arguments help us recognise complexity where we
once saw simplicity. The ultimate purpose of debate is not to produce
consensus. It’s to promote critical thinking.”

As such, the essays in 7hinking Faith offer a fresh look at our
common Adventist faith in action. I am grateful for the contribution

Vi
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they have made to our project in the Rocky Mountains Conference
and I am glad that they are now available in this new collection for
a wider audience.

Rajmund Dabrowski
Editor

Mountain Views

*Mountain Views is a quarterly publication of the Rocky Mountain Conference
of Seventh-day Adventists, a regional administrative church organisation based
in Denver, Colorado. Nathan Brown’s essays in this collection appeared in
Mountain Views between 2018 and 2023.

Vil
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like the illustration on the cover of this book. It was created a few

years ago for another book project that I was working on at the time
with my brother-in-law. But the image has stuck with me and when
I started pulling this book together, I asked if I could re-use it in this
way. | am grateful for his permission and appreciate his creativity.

So, have another look at it. It is likely that you recognise the image.

But this is not a picture of Jesus on the cross. It simply leaves a
space, and for those of us who are familiar with such imagery, our
minds filled in the blank. In a way, this illustration asks a question
and our minds offer an answer to it based on our previous experiences.
But when we pause to think further, we can see again and differently.

Moving to another Christian cliché, we might then be prompted
to think about a “God-shaped hole.” Or we might see an absence of
God or the space where God might have been. In a world in which it
can often be hard to “see” God, much of our faith is built on reports,
memories or echoes of where God has been seen in the past, whether
in the stories of the Bible, the history of our community of faith or
even in our own families and lives.

Or we could reflect on the fact that Jesus is not on the cross, that
He died but He overcame death. The messiness of this illustration
around the shadow of Jesus’ death reminds us that death is always
already defeated. Because of this, we are resurrection people. We and
everything around us is transformed by the resurrection of Jesus,
and even the simplest and smallest goodness and beauty is powerful
because it reflects the light and hope of resurrection.
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How far we go with these thoughts will reflect our habits of thinking,
how comfortable we are with questions or whether we feel we need
to figure it all out. Or simply how busy we are that day or what else
might be occupying our minds. Whichever way your thinking goes
with this, I hope you recognise the opportunities that come with
asking additional questions, rethinking and re-seeing even something
that seems familiar. As the Scarecrow explained it to Dorothy in 7he
Wizard of Oz—see the last chapter for more on this—“It is worth a
lot of bother to be able to think properly.”

Thinking matters. Which is why I have appreciated the regular
invitations to write for Mountain Views over the past few years—the
origin of most of the articles in this book. Every three months, Editor
Dabrowski has emailed me with an invitation to write, a prompt about
the theme for the next issue and a deadline. I found the combination
of all three helpful: the encouragement to think and write, an idea
that the editorial team had come up with that then nudged me to
think about topics I might not otherwise have spent time on or to
think about them in different ways—and, of course, the timeline in
which I had to do the thinking. I confess that I have not always strictly
met the deadlines, but responding to these invitations and prompts
regularly over the past five years has created most of the content of
this book. For me, it has been a good exercise in thinking.

So, as well as the specific subject matter of the individual articles, I
hope this collection might demonstrate something of what I mean by
“thinking faith.” We might think about it in contrast with unthinking
faith or even thoughtless faith—and there are far too many examples
of these in the church and the world around us. There is also much
that we might unkindly describe as non-sensical faith.

Some measure of critical thinking is important in discerning
between the many options that invite our faith, and for growing a
faith that has some logic and sustainability to it. But thinking faith
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is as much about the questions we ask and allow, as it is about the
answers we are able to accept. Thinking faith is not an austere exercise
in mere logic. It also calls for imagination, creativity and empathy.
All of these things are involved in the best thinking processes, but
perhaps more so when talking about faith. There are aspects of faith
that are not contained in logical arguments, carefully weighed evidence
and astute reasoning. 7hinking is an important ingredient of our
faith, while fzith must also broaden and deepen our thinking and
its possibilities —and both should change our lives and our world.

As such, some of the focal points of our thinking faith do shift
from time to time. The chapters in this book represent something of
the times in which they were written. While there have been some
edits for this book, the articles respond to questions and concerns
of their times, not least of which were the COVID-19 pandemic
and its disruptions, the renewed racial unrest and protests of recent
years, and other social and political issues, particularly with a view
to the church’s response to these. There are also some very Adventist
and church-y questions that must be revisited every so often as we
continue seeking “fuller understanding” and “better language”—as
the preamble to the Seventh-day Adventist Fundamental Beliefs puts
it—for what we believe and who we are in the world, individually
and together.

So the task of the articles that make up this book has been those
occasional responses to questions and prompts posed by the Mountain
Views editorial team, but the new task of this collection is to pose the
perennial questions of thinking faith: faithfulness, hope, relevance,

credibility—and Jesus. It always begins with Jesus, “the author and
finisher of our faith” (Hebrew 12:2, KJV).

As a fellow but always much lesser author, I truly admire the Author
who began it all and still always challenges our thinking and our
imagination. Even when we have heard His stories so many times,
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there is always more to hear, something for us to re-see. May you find
some of the new echoes of that Author in these pages that I have in
thinking and writing them—even if it is in the blank spaces between
the splashes, where a resurrected Jesus might have been.

M1
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he claim that “God is dead” seems a refrain with continuing appeal.
While the cry was popularised by the philosopher Nietzsche more
than a century ago, many philosophers and scientists continue to argue
against the existence of or need for God. If God was ever needed to
explain the world, they argue, we don’t need Him anymore—so God

is dead.

Many Christian theologians, preachers and writers spend a lot of
time arguing back. But Nietzsche and his followers were right once.
Just once in the history of our world, this statement was true. As the
crowd that dark Friday afternoon “went home in deep sorrow” and
Jesus’ friends “stood at a distance watching” (Luke 23:48, 49), they
could truly and literally have mumbled to each other in stunned
astonishment, grief and despair, “God is dead.”

God was dead. In Jesus, God became human, experienced our
brokenness and suffered our death to the point where He was literally
and completely dead. While I am not a fan of bumper-sticker
philosophy, politics or faith, if Christianity was looking for a three-
word bumper-sticker summary, “God was dead” would have to be
considered—perhaps second only to “God loves you.”

God was dead

The New Testament writers sometimes struggled to express the wonder
of the incarnation. They drew on Old Testament stories and prophecies,
contemporary poetry and their own experiences of Jesus to try to convey
the mystery of a Man who was God. Interestingly, they often referenced
Jesus as the power behind Creation as their way of trying to explain the

1
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immensity of the presence of God in Christ: “He was with God, and
he was God. He was in the beginning with God. He created everything
there is. Nothing exists that he didn't make” (John 1:1-3).

Sampling from various Old Testament passages to build the argument,
the whole of Hebrews 1 is a poem to the absolute Godness of Jesus.
“Through the Son he made the universe and everything in it. The
Son reflects God’s own glory, and everything about him represents
God exactly. He sustains the universe by the mighty power of his
command. After he died to cleanse us from the stain of sin, he sat
down in the place of honour at the right hand of the majestic God
of heaven” (Hebrews 1:2, 3).

Of course, this is not to argue that God and Godness was somehow
removed from the rest of the universe to be focused solely in Jesus.
This is the mystery of the multiple singularity of God—God in three
Persons—and we see God in other Personalities continuing to play
a role in the life of Jesus (see, for example, Matthew 3:16, 17). But
as part of this multiplicity, Jesus was Someone who could truly be

described as “being in very nature God” (Philippians 2:6, NIV).

Jesus was God—the eternal Creator and Sustainer. Some of the
disciples and friends of Jesus who stood watching His death from
a distance had heard that affirmation from among themselves (see
Matthew 16:13—16) and from the voice of God Himself (see Matthew
17:5). Now—on that hill just over there—God was dead.

God was dead

Paul poetically described the descent of Christ: “Though he was God,
he did not demand and cling to his rights as God. He made himself
nothing; he took the humble position of a slave and appeared in
human form. And in human form he obediently humbled himself even
further by dying a criminal’s death on a cross” (Philippians 2:6-8). It
was a humility, a nothingness that stooped as low as non-existence.

2
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In 7he Idiot, Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky confronts one
of his characters with a painting showing Christ just after He was
taken from the cross. It was a description based on Dostoyevsky’s own
experience of seeing—and being deeply moved by—Hans Holbein’s
painting, “Dead Christ,” in a Basel museum in 1867.

“In Rogozhin’s picture there was no trace of beauty,” Dostoyevsky
writes through the experience of his character. “It was a faithful
representation of the dead body of a man who has undergone unbearable
torments.”! The description reflects on the questions raised by such
a picture, particularly how a Person who had raised the dead in the
course of His ministry had been so implacably reduced and destroyed

by the horror of death. God was dead.

Dostoyevsky’s reflection extends to those people, outside the frame
of the painting, who had witnessed this death and “must have been
overwhelmed by a feeling of terrible anguish and dismay on that
evening which had shattered all their hopes and almost all their beliefs
at one fell Blow.”> Death always brings shattering and shuddering,
but the death of God was so much more—world-shattering, universe-
shuddering but also world-changing and world-redeeming,.

Author Douglas Coupland was once asked his greatest fear. He
replied: “That God exists, but doesn’t care very much for humans.”
In Jesus and His crucifixion, God reversed this great fear: God does
care, very much, for humans—so much that He was prepared to
sacrifice His existence to demonstrate that care and to make possible
our eternal reconnection, rescue and relationship with Him.

God was dead

God was dead—but this astonishing and tragic truth was only true
for a moment. “You killed the author of life,” Peter told the Jerusalem
crowds at Pentecost, “but God raised him to life” (Acts 3:15). For the
disciples, this was the central fact of their lives. On Friday evening,

3
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hope was shattered. On Sunday morning, hope was resurrected,
renewed and made still more glorious.

In the words of Paul, this all happened according to plan: “I passed
on to you what was most important and what had also been passed
on to me—that Christ died for our sins, just as the Scriptures said.
He was buried, and he was raised from the dead on the third day, as
the Scriptures said” (1 Corinthians 15:3, 4).

In the remainder of the New Testament, this death-defeating power
is added to the credentials of the Godness of Jesus. Added to His
claims as Creator, He is now the sacrificial Saviour and the Resurrected
One—"the first to rise from the dead” (Revelation 1:5). The horrific
murder of God, His wonderful humility and His descent even to
non-existence reveal God at His greatest. In the Bible’s assessment,
this is further evidence that Jesus was absolutely God, at whose name
“every knee will bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of
God the Father” (Philippians 2:10, 11).

No, God is not dead—but God was dead. Jesus died but then
conquered death and in doing so transformed the history of our world
and our lives. “Is” or “was” may seem a subtle difference but one of
the Christian’s greatest statements—and best responses to the claims
that “God is dead”—should be “GOD WAS DEAD.”

God was dead—for us and for our world.

God was dead—and now He’s alive.

God was dead!—and that changes everything,.

1. Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 7he Idior (Penguin Classics), Penguin Books, 2004,
Kindle Edition, page 475.

2. ibid, page 477.

Douglas Coupland, “PS.: About the Author” in Girlfriend in a Coma,
Harper Perennial, 2004, page 2.
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