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GUESTEDITORIAL ) TED N. C. WILSON

Ted N. C. Wilson, PhD, is president of the General Conference of Seventh-
day Adventists, Silver Spring, Maryland, United States.

Where is your heart?

hurch growth, discipleship, and

retention are topics of vital

interest today. As a pastor, you
continue to look for ways of growing
your church as well as discipling and
retaining the members you have. While
much helpful material is available on
these topics, | believe one of the best,
most effective (but often overlooked)
tools in growing and maintaining
a vibrant, healthy, missional, active
church is the Sabbath School.

Sabbath School offers a time of
growing together unlike any other. It's a
time for singing, sharing, learning about
mission both in our local communities
and abroad, fellowship, and study-
ing the Bible together. It should be a
time of interaction, encouragement,
and growth for everyone—from the
youngest to the most senior member
or guest.

One of my fondest memories of
Sabbath School was when | was in
the junior class at the Seventh-day
Adventist church in Takoma Park,
Maryland. | remember numerous
people who invested so much time
into our young lives. We had people
assisting us with investment projects
and donating money to help us. We
had a Sabbath School orchestra in
which many of us participated every
Sabbath morning.

My favorite time was the Sabbath
School lesson study, taught by a superb
teacher, Harry Baerg. Mr. Baerg was an
artist at the Review and Herald who
specialized in nature and illustrated
animal stories. He always had won-
derful illustrations from nature for us
during our lesson study, and he made
a strong impact on my young life.

I thank God for dedicated Sabbath
School teachers who are investing
in both young and older lives. Their
investment is not forgotten, and we
thank the Lord for these wonderful
teachers who are sharing their talents
each Sabbath.

Sabbath School is a vital aspect of
evangelism and is of benefit to all ages.

“The Sabbath school,” we are told,
“should be one of the greatest instru-
mentalities, and the most effectual, in
bringing souls to Christ.™

If you have not already done so, |
encourage every pastor to have a pas-
tor's Sabbath School class for those
who are preparing for baptism or were
recently baptized. The blessing of such
a class can be tremendous.

Furthermore, we are reminded
that during Sabbath School, we have
a special privilege of cooperating with
heavenly angels.

“There is a broad field in Sabbath
school work, that needs to be diligently
cultivated, and that is to inspire our
youth to give themselves wholly to
the Lord, to be used by Him in His
cause. There should be zealous, faithful
workers in our Sabbath schools, who
will watch and discern upon whom the
Spirit of God is moving, and cooperate
with the angels of God in winning souls
for Christ. There are sacred responsi-
bilities entrusted to Sabbath school
workers, and the Sabbath school
should be the place where, through a
living connection with God, men and
women, youth and children, may be so
fitted up that they shall be a strength
and blessing to the church.”

I am delighted that Ministry maga-
zine is publishing this special issue
focusing on the role of the pastor
in Sabbath School. You, as a church
leader, have the wonderful opportunity
of guiding your church into recognizing
the value of developing meaningful,
inspiring, relevant Sabbath Schools
filled with fellowship, interactive Bible
study, mission, and more each week.

This, of course, is not always easy.
It takes time, consistent effort, and
dedication, but the rewards are well
worth the investment! And through-
out this special issue of Ministry, you
will find a solid, biblical foundation,
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meaningful articles, and practical tools
in helping you as a pastor to encour-
age your church in participating in this
God-given way of learning, fellowship-
ing, and growing together as the family
of God.

It should be
a time of

interaction,
encouragement,
and growth for

everyone—from
the youngest to
the most senior
member or
guest.

May the Lord bless you as you lead
and encourage His flock to learn and
grow in Him through the study of His
Word, and the powerful influence of
Sabbath School—it's the heart of the
church! “Be diligent to present yourself
approved to God, a worker who does
not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing
the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15, NKJV).
So, pastor—where is your heart? 'Y/

1 Ellen G. White, Counsels on Sabbath School Work
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald, Pub. Assn.,
1938), 10.

2 White, Counsels on Sabbath School Work, 11.

Ministrye®
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Adventists, Silver Spring, Maryland, United States.

Return to basics
and renew your church

was invited to speak at a church of

more than a thousand members

in Los Angeles. As the Sabbath

School superintendent gave her
opening remarks, | noticed that a
couple hundred people were in atten-
dance. A few hundred more trickled in
toward the end of Sabbath School. As
we began the divine service, | had my
offerings ready; however, the deacons
did not come to the platform. | asked
the senior pastor, “Did they forget to
pick up the tithe and offerings?” To
which he replied, “No, we usually pick
up the tithe and offerings after the
sermon because that is when the most
people are in church.”

Maybe your situation is similar.
Your members are not coming to
church early—or are not showing up at
all. Why is it that churches are packed
for Sabbath School in some places,
and empty in others? The reality is
nothing new; but it still cries out to be
addressed: Sabbath School particularly
in the “developed” world, has been in
decline for years. As we look at suc-
cessful Sabbath Schools across the
world, the answer may be as simple
(and difficult) as this: An intentional
return to basics that begins with me.

Revelation 2:5 contains these
nonnegotiables: (a) “remember the
heights from which you have fallen”,
(b) “change your inner self—your old
way of thinking”; (c) “seek God's will . ..
and do the works you did at first”; (d)
‘otherwise, | will visit you and remove
... your church’s impact” (AMP).

Ministrye

How is your church's impact?
Studies show that there is a direct
correlation between languishing
Sabbath Schools and church growth:?
So here are four keys to bring life to
your Sabbath School and growth to
your church.

1. Growth happens
in a church when the
members are involved in
Fervent, constant prayer
Every study of the history of church
revival and church growth shows that
prayer played a central role. Jesus real-
ized that in order to accomplish His
mission, He needed to be in constant
connection to the Father and in tune
with the Holy Spirit. Jesus would get
up before sunrise to pray. “Very early
in the morning, while it was still dark,
Jesus got up, left the house and went
off to a solitary place, where he prayed”
(Mark 1:35).2 Jesus not only got up early
to pray but also often spent whole
nights in earnest prayer (Luke 6:12).
The disciples followed Jesus' exam-
ple. They prayed for 10 days between
Jesus’ ascension and the receiving
of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:14). “They
devoted themselves to . .. prayer.”
“And the Lord added to their number
daily those who were being saved”
(Acts 2:42, 47). These Bible texts show
a clear connection between a strong
commitment to prayer and kingdom
growth. Prayer is an essential element
in the life of a Christian. A life without
prayer is not spiritual because prayer
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is how people connect with the Holy
Spirit. Churches that neglect prayer will
languish and die.

Practical steps: Begin Sabbath
School with a strong emphasis on
prayer. | have seen many churches grow
just by focusing on their prayer life.
Some call for a special prayer meeting
30 minutes before the beginning of
Sabbath School. Make it happen in
your church, and you will experience
growth as never before.

2. Growth happens

in a church when the
members worship God
together

| baptized a young woman named
Rosy. The day of her baptism, she said
to me, “The reason | like to come to this
church is that you teach the truth as it
is in the Bible. | learn a lot in Sabbath
School and as | study my Bible les-
son every day. | love to learn from the
Bible.” Effective Sabbath Schools have
all of the elements of worship: (a) Bible
study, (b) prayer, (c) praise, (d) singing,
(e) fellowship, (f) offerings, (g) mission.
Should we not, then, consider Sabbath
School as a worship experience instead
of just a place to discuss the Bible les-
son for the week? Sabbath School is
revived when it is viewed it from a dif-
ferent perspective—as an opportunity
to worship.

Practical steps: Encourage
members to prepare for this weekly
corporate worship experience through
individual study, using their Sabbath



School lesson, reading the Bible daily,
and prayerfully meditating on it. The
teaching time is not the preaching
time. The teacher should facilitate the
study and understanding of the Bible.
He or she should make study of the
Bible in Sabbath School interesting,
engaging, and participatory, and even
introverted members can be encour-
aged to read a text.

3. Growth happens
in a church when the
members are involved in
Fellowship

Research conducted among former
prisoners of war reveals that the most
effective method the enemy used to
break the spirit of prisoners was iso-

cannot have real, genuine fellowship
unless we have real, honest relation-
ships with God the Father and His Son
Jesus Christ through the leading of the
Holy Spirit.

Most of what we consider to be fel-
lowship is just a superficial encounter
rather than the communion of heart
and soul. Real Christian fellowship goes
beyond a mere “Hello, how are you?”
Koinonia is a participative fellowship. It
is a partnership in the gospel of grace
in Jesus Christ.

Practical steps: The Sabbath School
teacher should use a few minutes
during class time to plan a fellowship
meeting outside of class. Meet for one
hour to pray, to plan, to eat, and to talk
about how to reach the community

The teaching time is
not the preaching time.
The teacher should

facilitate the study
and understanding
of the Bible.

lation. Worse than torture or lack of
food and water, what really penetrated
their psyche was separation from other
people. Similar experiments were con-
ducted on monkeys, with the same
results. These studies show why social
interaction is so crucial for our overall
health and survival.

While the same is true for Christian
growth, Christian fellowship goes
deeper than just social interaction. It
is based on a close relationship with
God, and as we fellowship with God
our fellowship with others increases.
“We proclaim to you what we have
seen and heard, so that you also may
have fellowship with us. And our fel-
lowship is with the Father and with
his Son, Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3). We

for Christ. In addition, this will be an
opportunity to find out who has been
missing from class for two consecutive
Sabbaths and plan to get in touch with
these people. Pray for missing or hurt-
ing members, and make specific plans
on how to care for them.

4. Growth happens
in a church when the
members are involved in
daily soul winning

The best gift a pastor can give the
members of the church is to teach
them how to work for Jesus.> Make
members fishers of people. Nothing
will make them stronger than using
their talents and gifts to bring someone
else to Jesus.
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I was invited to hold evangelistic
meetings in San Antonio, Texas. | vis-
ited the church one month ahead of
the meetings to find out what kind of
preparation was being done. | attended
a Sabbath School class and partici-
pated in a healthy discussion of the
Bible lesson.

After the worship service, | was
invited to a fellowship meal. As |
waited for the meal to begin, one of
the church elders approached me.
“Pastor, | want you to meet the mem-
bers of my Sabbath School class.” He
proceeded to introduce me to each
one of his class members. Then he
said, “The pastor is teaching us how
to visit homes, knock on doors, pray
for people, and give Bible studies.

Every Sabbath afternoon, we go out
in pairs as Jesus sent His disciples.
We divide up the neighborhood, and
each couple takes a street. We pray for
the people who live on that street and
begin knocking on doors. With this
methodology, we found several fami-
lies interested in Bible studies. Some
of those families were here today, and
others will come for your meetings in
a few weeks.”

I was delighted to hear this and
knew that my evangelistic meetings
were going to be successful, not
because of my preaching but because
of what the Holy Spirit was already
doing in the life of each church
member involved in sharing Jesus
in their community. And indeed, the

Ministrye®
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Lord blessed those meetings with an
abundant harvest in a city believed
difficult for winning souls.

Practical steps: Each Sabbath
School class should pray about and
discuss ways they can be involved
in fulfilling the gospel commission.
This should comprise all ministries
in the church. Plans should be made
and implemented in every phase of
the discipleship process: preparing the
soil of the heart, planting the seed, cul-
tivating spiritual interests, harvesting
decisions for the kingdom of God, and
keeping people in the church by making
them disciples of Jesus. Youth can be
involved in sharing their faith by pass-
ing out tracts, praying for neighbors,
prayer walking, and preaching at home
or abroad. As you organize mission
opportunities for your church, remem-
ber that the best help we pastors can
give our youth and church members is
to teach them to work for the Master.

RAMON J. CANALS

Charles Bradford says to pastors,
“A good sundown family worship on
Friday night is of inestimable value
to the Sabbath sermon.” He also
stated, “Rise early in the morning. Let
nothing keep you away from Sabbath
school. Remember, a good conscience
helps a [person] to speak with greater
authority. It also helps you with your
people, when they see you on time and
involved in the study of the lesson."

These four keys can help bring
revival and growth not just to Sabbath
School but to your church as a whole.
This was the disciples’ lifestyle: “Day
after day, in the temple courts and
from house to house, they never
stopped teaching and proclaiming the
good news that Jesus is the Messiah”
(Acts 5:42). The very next verse says,
“In those days when the number of
disciples was increasing . . ." (Acts 6:1).
Growth happens when we do our part

DAYS OF
PRAYER

SEEKIN

and allow the Holy Spirit to do His. It
is God who gives the increase.

Sabbath School will never be revived
if the pastor sees it as the task of the
superintendent alone. Getting back to
basics begins with me. | am the pastor,
yes, but I am also a church member and,
as a church member, | am a Sabbath
School member. Pastor, what change in
your Sabbath morning practices might
God be calling you to? 'Y/

—_

Laurentiu A. Serban, “Factors Related to Declining
Attendance at the Adult Sabbath School in the North
American Division of Seventh-day Adventist Church”
(PhD dissertation, Andrews University, 2014),
digitalcommons.andrews.edu/dissertations/690.
Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations in this
article are from the New International Version.

Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church, vol. 9
(Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1948), 82.
Charles E. Bradford, Preaching to the Times
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn.,
1975), 118, 65.
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Alberto R. Timm, PhD, is associate
director of the Ellen C. White Estate,
Silver Spring, Maryland, United States.

“Dangerous submarines”
attacking the heart of
the church

n 1948 Robert H. Pierson warned,
“Just as the physical body cannot
live without the heart, just so a
church without a smoothly func-
tioning Sabbath School will inevitably,
sooner or later, (and probably sooner)
become a dead church.” And in 1966,
James J. Aitken affirmed, “The Sabbath
school is the heart of the church, and
good Sabbath school members make
good church members because the
Sabbath school is the church at study.”
By contrast, some church leaders had
warned of the dangers that could
destroy the Sabbath School efficiency.
The gloomy memories of World War
I were very much alive. During the war,
German U-boats (military submarines)
had attacked and sunk several military
ships and some commercial ships of
the Allied forces. Within that setting,
Mrs. Blanche E. Griggs (wife of Frederick
Criggs) published in the Sabbath School
Worker for November 1934 an insightful
article titled “Dangerous Submarines.”
She compared the Sabbath School to a
ship sailing over the sea, with the new
earth for its destination. The “dangers
continually confronting the Sabbath
school” were symbolized by the follow-
ing seven “submarines sent out to injure
the ship and destroy its efficiency™ (1)
untrained officers and teachers, (2)
no interest, (3) disorder, (4) little daily
study, (5) small offerings, (6) no teachers’
meeting, and (7) many absent.?

A Further study

The disruptive effect of the Great
Disappointment in October 1844 chal-
lenged the founders of the emerging
Seventh-day Adventist movement to
further study the Scriptures for bibli-
cal answers to the disappointment. In
that endeavor, they ended up finding
answers not only to that specific ques-
tion but also to several others they were
not even initially concerned about. This
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generated a major process of (1) break-
ing away from the credal traditions of
the churches and (2) searching for a
deeper understanding of God's Word.
Initially, scattered Bible study
groups helped define the basic doc-
trinal components of the “system
of present truth.” Then, the 1848
Sabbatarian Bible Conferences assisted
the founders of the Sabbath-keeping
Adventist movement in sharing their

Ministrye®
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new Bible-based convictions with other
former Millerites.4 Shortly after, James
White wrote and published in 1852 the
first issue of the Youth’s Instructor as a
Bible study guide for those age groups.
He encouraged parents to “establish
Sabbath Schools, even where there are
but two or three children in a place.”

Improvements and
consolidation

One of the most influential tools
for preserving the identity of the
Sabbath School and improving its
quality was the publication of the
Sabbath-School Worker, a monthly
paper. The Worker suggested many
helpful strategies. A crucial one was
the establishment of weekly classes for
Sabbath School teachers. According to
C. H. Jones, the teachers should meet
regularly every week to (1) review the
content of the Sabbath School lesson,
and (2) “consult together in regard to
methods of teaching, the management
of the school, and plans for the future.”

Another useful strategy was the
establishment of family Sabbath
Schools and branch Sabbath Schools.
The Worker for January 1886 suggested
that the “many scattered families of
Sabbath-keepers who cannot meet
with others on the Sabbath day” could
“hold a Sabbath-school, consisting of
the members of their own household.”
In the April 1886 issue of the magazine,
J. E. White proposed that a Sabbath
School branch should be established
in new fields “as soon as there were
from two to four to join in the lessons.™

A quite innovative strategy for
Seventh-day Adventists was the
opening of Sunday Schools to reach
out to non-Adventists who were used
to going to church only on Sundays.
At the Eighth Annual Session of the
General Sabbath-School Association
(1885), J. E. White spoke of calls from
the South of the United States for
Sunday Schools. D. M. Canright, J. M.
Rees, and A. J. Cudney mentioned the
positive results from Sunday Schools
held in their own conferences. So, the
session voted “to assist in establishing
Sabbath and Sunday schools in home
mission fields.”

Sabbath School members were not
only informed weekly about the growth
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and expansion of the church but were
also themselves expected to engage
in effective missionary activities and
support the missions overseas with
their offerings. So, the Sabbath School
offerings of the first six months of 1889,
throughout the world, were destined
“to build and equip for service, or buy,
a vessel of suitable size and construc-
tion for missionary operations among
the islands of the Pacific Ocean,™°
which was named Pitcairn** Adventist
children were asked to raise money to
support the Pitcairn endeavor, devel-
oping in them financial generosity and
a passion for missions.? This successful
experience set the trend for Sabbath
School offerings to be sent to support
missionary projects around the globe.

“The Heart of the
Church”

The Sabbath School work received
a renewed emphasis under the
dynamic leadership of Mrs. L. Flora
Plummer, who was in charge of the
General Conference Sabbath School
Department from 1913 to 1936. At the
May 1922 General Conference Session

in San Francisco, California, one could
visit a special room set apart for the
Sabbath School Department, with sev-
eral goal charts on the walls. The most
catching one had a large red heart with
the expression “the Sabbath School”
written in white letters. The arteries
and veins that branched from the heart
were identified as “Bible study,” “spiri-
tuality,” “harmony,” “missionary spirit,”
“adding members,” “training workers,”
and “promotes Christian growth.” At
the bottom of the illustration, in bold
print, appeared the expression “The
Heart of the Church.™ The same illus-
tration also appeared in the Sabbath
School Worker for June 1922.14

The notion of the Sabbath School
as “the heart of the church” became
the most catching and popular nick-
name for that department through
the decades around the globe.s It
expressed the crucial role that depart-
ment played in keeping both the
church and its mission much alive.

For Stemple White, “the impor-
tance of the Sabbath school cannot
be overestimated. Since every member
of the church should be a member of
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the Sabbath school, and since children
and interested outside adults who are
not baptized believers may also be
members, it is at once clearly seen that
the Sabbath school circle should be the
largest circle in all our denominational
activities.”® This was illustrated by the
following graphic.

In early 1923 General Conference vice
president Oliver Montgomery declared,
“Second to none, the Sabbath School
Department is filling its place and doing
splendidly its part in the advancement
of the message everywhere. Not only
is it a mighty pioneer agency, touching
as it does the most remote and far-
flung points of interest, and establishing
there the first form of organization; but
it stands as one of the mighty bulwarks
of the church, uniting in study and char-
acter building every living soul in the
church, from the toddling infant to the
white-haired patriarch.™”

Evangelism and nurture
Over time, many local Sabbath

Schools for adults and children flour-

ished in North America and, later, in

Europe, Australia, and around the
globe. On March 4, 1878, the delegates
to the Third General Conference Special
Session in Battle Creek, Michigan,
organized a general Sabbath-school
Association, with the recommenda-
tion that state associations should be
established as well.*® Because Sabbath

Schools were already present in sev-
eral countries outside North America,
W. C. White suggested in 1886 that
the association should be renamed
the International Sabbath-school
Association. In reality, Sabbath School
played a crucial role in the outreach
and confirmation of new members in
the Adventist message.

In the reorganization of the denomi-
national structure that took place at
the 1901 General Conference Session
in Battle Creek, the International
Sabbath-school Association became
the “Sabbath-school Department,” with
W. A. Spicer as its chairman.® In many
congregations, the Sabbath School work
was so alive and dynamic that there
were more Sabbath School members
than actual church members. In 1924
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Rosamond D. Ginther stated, “The influ-
ence of the Sabbath school may be
likened to the effect of a pebble thrown
into a lake. A wave is formed, and then
another, and another; and as the waves
increase, the circle widens, and eventu-
ally reaches the shore. Even so is the
influence of the Sabbath school."*

In 1933 Mrs. Plummer declared,
“The Sabbath school is the church
organized and equipped for the sys-
tematic study of the word of Cod. By
its form of organization, it is fitted
to impart spiritual instruction to the
entire flock. It may be likened to a table
in a home, bountifully supplied with
nourishing food adapted to the needs
of each member of the family. The
babes of the flock often receive their
first impressions of God and His word
from the Sabbath school service, and
no one is so old or so experienced that
he no longer needs the blessing of the
Sabbath school in his life and in his
study of the Bible. There is no other
church service so organized that it can
feed all the flock at the same time."?

In 1938 E. K. Slade stated, “During
all these years wherever churches
have existed we have had our Sabbath
schools. ... It is impossible to estimate
the good results coming from our
Sabbath schools. Our strongest finan-
cial support of foreign mission work
has been by the Sabbath schools.”
J. K. Jones added that “the Sabbath
school is the greatest single unifying
agency there is among Seventh-day
Adventists.”4 Ellen White affirmed,
“The Sabbath-school should be one
of the greatest instrumentalities, and
the most effectual, in bringing souls
to Christ. Our Sabbath-school workers
need to be especially imbued with the
spirit of Christ."*

As time went by, often the Sabbath
School ended up no longer being
seen with the same enthusiasm. In
early 1980 Bernard E. Seton acknowl-
edged that “there was a time when
the Sabbath school was known as
‘The Heart of the Church.”. .. Butin
an increasing number [of churches]
it is sadly out of date.”® No wonder
that a decade later (1990), William
C. Johnsson would suggest, in more
existentialist terms, that the heart of
the church is “the people."”

Ministrye 11



ALBERTO R. TIMM

In an editorial in Adventist Review
for September 22,1988, Myron Widmer
declared that “a growing number of
Sabbath schools across North America
are experiencing an increasingly dif-
ficult time in generating enthusiasm
for their programming and in attracting
members.”?® The following year (1989),
the North American Division Church
Ministries Department began an exten-
sive evaluation of the adult Sabbath
school, culminating with the four-part
series titled "Sabbath School: Diagnosis
and Cure,” published in the Adventist
Review in May 1991. Part 1 of the series
presented the results of that study,
showing that those who attended
Sabbath School did so for the follow-
ing reasons: O percent to learn more
about the teachings of the church; 14
percent to learn more about the Bible;
14 percent for Christian fellowship; and
72 percent for spiritual growth.?® The
follow-up articles proposed strategies
to revitalize the Sabbath School.3°
These and other articles can also be
helpful for us today.

Planning for the Future

So, where do we go from here?
The Sabbath School used to be one of
the most well-organized and success-
ful agencies of the church. As stated
above, it effectively combined social
engagement, Bible study, spiritual
nourishment, and mission outreach.
But in many churches, it is no longer
as healthy and well-attended as it
used to be. Many church leaders are
convinced that the time has come for
us to revitalize our Sabbath Schools. In
doing so, the following basic questions
should be addressed thoroughly:

In our churches today, why do far
fewer people come to Sabbath School
than attend the Sabbath-morning
divine service?

Which Sabbath School charac-
teristics from the past could be still
rescued and effectively implemented
today?

Could our Sabbath School out-
reach strategies combine the modern
small-group program with the classical
Sabbath School branch plan?

What creative ideas, if imple-
mented, could help us transform our
modern Sabbath Schools again into
“the heart of the church™

If our generation needs fellowship
and acceptance, Sabbath School can
provide it. If people want to grow in
their spiritual lives, Sabbath School can
foster it. If we are expected to become
“giants in the understanding of Bible
doctrines and the practical lessons of
Christ,”s* then we should not miss what
we can receive from a well-organized
and efficient Sabbath School. And if all
of us should be engaged in the task of
preaching “the everlasting gospel ... to
every nation, tribe, tongue, and people”
(Rev. 14:6, NKJV), Sabbath School is
unquestionably the right place to be.

Over the years, the institution of
Sabbath School has written one of the
most amazing chapters in the history of
the worldwide Seventh-day Adventist
Church. The vitality of our Sabbath
Schools can still be rescued if we make
this a top-priority task, put into it our best
efforts, and use the right strategies. !
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Melody Mason, an author, is the
coordinator for United in Prayer for the
World Seventh-day Adventist Church,
Silver Spring, Maryland, United States.

Does your church
pray enough?

ark Finley tells the story

of how he and his wife

attended one of the

largest Seventh-day
Adventist congregations in the world.
It had started with only nine members
and spread to more than 300 church
plants. There were as many as 50 to
several hundred in each plant. The
church’'s membership was now more
than 6,000. When Pastor Finley asked
what the secret strategy was to their
amazing growth, the pastor replied sim-
ply, “It's prayer! We meet each morning
from four-thirty to six o'clock to pray.
And one hundred and fifty or so people
come every day for this prayer meeting.
These seasons of prayer are the key to
unleash God's power for growth and
revival.® That's what | read—but let me
tell you what I've seen.

The name was the Cuza Voda
Seventh-day Adventist Church in
Bucharest, Romania. The church had
existed for nearly 20 years, but a few
years ago members recognized that
they desperately needed God's bless-
ing if their church was going to grow.
Cuza Voda was one of the smaller
congregations in Bucharest at the time
and those members who did attend
were mostly elderly. There were very
few young people and Sabbath School
and church attendance seemed to be
declining. That's when it happened.

Believing that God answers prayer,
a group of approximately 15 Sabbath
School members began meeting every
morning at five o'’clock to pray for their

own spiritual growth, for the Holy Spirit
to be poured out upon the Cuza Voda
church, and for all the seats in the
church to become filled. Two months
after starting those early morning
prayer meetings, they had the first
baptism that the church had seen for a
while—10 individuals, all young adults
in their early 20s.

They said, “This is too good to
stop.” They continued praying each
morning for nearly a year. | visited a
year and a half after their prayers had
started. The church was bursting at
the seams, with attendance of more
than 200 each weekend. The major-
ity of the congregation comprised
young adults—students and young
professionals, passionate about serving
Christ.

A Holy Spirit revival

We could learn valuable prayer
lessons from our international broth-
ers and sisters. It makes me ask, How
desperate are we to see the Holy Spirit
poured out in our lives and churches?
How much do we long for personal
revival today? Enough to step out
of our comfortable routine to join
together and really pray?

I heard of a man who asked his
pastor what it would take for a true
Holy Spirit revival to come upon his
life and ministry. His pastor explained
that he would have to baptize him in
order to show him. The man thought
the reply a bit strange, but agreed, so
they proceeded to the baptistry. After
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lowering themselves into the baptismal
tank, the pastor covered the man’s nose
and proceeded to gently lay him back
under the water as expected. However,
rather than immediately lifting the man
back up, the pastor continued to hold
him under the water. Not sure what
was happening, the man began to
struggle. But the pastor’s grip was firm.

After a few moments, panic seized
the man. Thinking that perhaps the
pastor was trying to drown him, he
began to thrash about violently, trying
to get free. The pastor then brought
him to the surface. Visibly shaken and
gasping for breath, the man stuttered,
“What in the world are you trying to
do? Do you want to drown me?”

Calmly, the pastor replied, “When
you are as desperate for revival as you
were for that next breath of air, then
the Lord will send revival.”

A true priority
Unfortunately, church records,
surveys, and statistics, especially in
the West, seem to indicate an all-time
record low for Sabbath School and
church attendance. People seem to be
walking out the back door as fast as
they enter the front. But such dismal
statistics do not need to remain our
reality. Imagine how things would
change, how former members would
be reclaimed, and how our Sabbath
School, church, and prayer meet-
ings would thrive again if fervent
prayer became a true priority in the
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congregation—and not just as sand-
wich ends to the worship service.

A few years back, Lloyd Perrin,
then pastor of the Linwood Seventh-
day Adventist Church in Spokane,
Washington, discovered that he had
many members who were not attend-
ing church. He began going through
the membership records, looking
for the whereabouts of these inac-
tive members. He compiled a list of
30 names and shared it with church
officers, leaders, and Sabbath School
members. They began praying for miss-

the world apart from united prayer—
Christians persistently praying for
the revival.”® Ellen White asked,
“Why should the sons and daughters
of God be reluctant to pray, when
prayer is the key in the hand of faith
to unlock heaven’s storehouse where
are treasured the boundless resources
of Omnipotence?™ The Bible states,
“‘Ask, and it will be given to you; seek,
and you will find; knock, and it will be
opened to you' " (Matt. 7:7).5 * ‘Again
| say to you that if two of you agree
on earth concerning anything that

Prayer should not be just a

30-second routine to open and

close our weekly study,; Rather,

it is to be the launching pad,

the heart, and the power

that gives breath and life to

everything that follows.

ing members and ways to reconnect
with them.

“Within days,” said Perrin, “a church
officer called me to say, 'l was down
at the supermarket and guess who
was in line with me? It was one of the
missing members. | got a telephone
number and address.” " Not long after
that, another member who had been
absent for 15 years called Pastor Perrin.
One by one, God reconnected lost or
estranged church members with the
church. Within three months they
found about two-thirds, invited them
to return to church, and many did so.?

J. Edwin Orr, a historian of world-
wide revivals, wrote, “No great spiritual
awakening has begun anywhere in
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they ask, it will be done for them by
My Father in heaven. For where two
or three are gathered together in My
name, I am there in the midst of them’”
(Matt. 1819, 20).

A praying people

I have the privilege of being part
of the thriving Sabbath School of
Triadelphia Seventh-day Adventist
Church in Clarksville, Maryland. In fact,
finding a seat in our Sabbath School
class is not always easy, for we often
have full attendance as well as active
participation each week. Besides an
engaging lesson study, what makes
our Sabbath School so special? It's the
community fostered in it through the
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spirit of prayer and fellowship. Before
any Bible is opened, before any lesson
is discussed, we take time to share
prayer needs and pray. No one wants
to be late for Sabbath School because
it's a time of refreshment, fellowship,
and caring, and the Holy Spirit is there.

Is this not the way Sabbath School
should be each week? Do we recognize
the value of the key of prayer that God
has placed in our hands? Do we really
believe His Word when He tells us
that He will answer when we pray?
Do we actually understand that if we

want to see revival in our church; in
our Sabbath School attendance; and,
most importantly, in our own hearts,
we must become people of prayer?

Prayer should not be just a
30-second routine to open and close
our weekly study. Rather, it is to be
the launching pad, the heart, and the
power that gives breath and life to
everything that follows. Instead of set-
tling for superficial blessings each week
in Sabbath School, step out into the
deep and start praying big—uphold-
ing the arms of our pastor and local
leaders, praying for missing members
to return, and praying for our world
church. Wouldn't God be pleased to
answer such prayers?



Ellen White wrote, “We are encour-
aged to pray for success, with the
divine assurance that our prayers will
be heard and answered. . ..

“The promise [of Matt. 18:19, 20] is
made on the condition that the united
prayers of the church are offered,
and in answer to these prayers there
may be expected a power greater
than that which comes in answer to
private prayer. The power given will
be proportionate to the unity of the
members and their love for God and
for one another.” If ever there was
a time when we should be pressing
together in a community of prayer and
love, it is now. Ron Clouzet tells of how
corporate prayer powerfully affected
his church.

A powerful testimony
Clouzet had just started to pastor
a new congregation, and things were
extremely discouraging. Although the
sanctuary of his new church could
seat 400 people, barely 100 showed
up each Sabbath morning for church
services and even fewer for Sabbath
School. But he believed God could work,
so he began spending hours studying
Scripture for better clarity on how to
share the gospel. He spent so much time
studying Scripture that he had little time
left to actually compose his sermons.
Knowing that only the Holy Spirit could
make up for his personal deficiencies
and convict hearts, he began to get up
early every Sabbath morning to pray
that God would pour out His Spirit on
the congregation. The Lord began to
answer Clouzet's private prayers, and as
a result, more and more people began
to attend church. By the end of his first
year, Sabbath attendance had tripled.
But that was only the beginning
Fifteen months into his time at
the new church, Clouzet decided to
do a series on prayer. “A whole new
world opened up for me. Prayer and
communion with God became much
more real and concrete. My relation-
ship with Jesus grew much closer than
ever before. | finally realized how most
of us seem to live our lives three inches
below the water-line: we know we're
drowning, but we assume this is our
lot in life, ignorant of the fact that just
above us is a whole new world.”

As a result of the prayer series,
the Holy Spirit began to move on his
church even more powerfully, and the
members began to really pray. They
were not only praying during the
midweek prayer meeting but during
Daylight Saving Time they prayed
together every Sabbath afternoon and
during the period of Standard Time
they prayed together every Friday eve-
ning. But that wasn't enough. Realizing
that some of his church members were
under demonic attack, Pastor Clouzet
invited his elders to join him at five
oclock in the morning for a time of
special intercession. Seven of his 10
elders came, and the time of prayer was
so powerful that they decided to meet
and pray together once a week. They
added Fridays, then Sabbath mornings,
then Sunday mornings. The deacons
asked if they could join in. Before long,
the members asked started asking as
well. The group was now praying every
morning of the week.

During his second year, Pastor
Clouzet felt convicted to do a series
on the Holy Spirit. More blessings fol-
lowed. Small groups were formed, and
a church plant was started.

As God's Spirit was poured out,
Pastor Clouzet saw spiritual victories
take place among the church members.
A “testimony time” was added to the
regular Sabbath service so that people
could share. Members would drive
hours just to hear what God was doing
in the lives of their fellow members.

Evangelism resulted naturally, as a
result of the Holy Spirit’s blessing. The
church transformed the fellowship hall
into the Better Living Center to host
health, finance, and family life seminars
for the community. More and more
baptisms resulted. Church leaders who
had not been overly interested in prayer,
now did not want to be late even for
board meetings because the first 30
minutes were devoted to prayer.

During the five years Clouzet spent
in that congregation, tithe quadrupled,
and giving for evangelism rose 5,000
percent. The church tripled in size as
almost 200 people were baptized, and
most of the members became active
in some type of ministry or service.
Clouzet concluded, “This may not be
unusual for some places in the world,
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but for us here in the comfortable
Laodicean communities of the West,
this was truly an act of God.”

An incredible promise

Reflecting on this amazing testi-
mony, | am reminded of what Ellen
White's words, “The descent of the
Holy Spirit upon the church is looked
forward to as in the future; but it is the
privilege of the church to have it now.
Seek for it, pray for it, believe for it.
We must have it, and Heaven is wait-
ing to bestow it." What God did for
Pastor Clouzet and his congregation,
for the Cuza Voda church in Romania,
and for Pastor Perrin and others, He
can do for each church and Sabbath
School that will claim His promises
and take the power of prayer seriously.
While things may start small with our
Sabbath School class, let's make it a
priority to be intentional with our pray-
ing. Eventually, others will join, and
attendance and love will grow.

Inspiration tells us, “Could
we see all the activity of human
instrumentality, as it appears before
God, we would see that only the work
accomplished by much prayer, which
is sanctified by the merit of Christ, will
stand the test of the judgment.”® Let’s
get on our knees and learn what it
means to persist in prayer because
we serve a God that is just waiting to
answer our prayers. %!
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Pastor, be an example—
embrace Sabbath School

n some churches, Sabbath School

is thriving. Members are growing

spiritually, visitors are attending

regularly, and consistent mission
activity is springing from every class.
But in many churches, Sabbath School
attendance is languishing, with no
sign of improvement in sight. Is there
anything pastors can do to turn the
tide?

A vital resource that will encour-
age and inspire every pastor regarding
Sabbath School is Counsels on Sabbath
School Work. In it, Ellen White states,
“The influence growing out of Sabbath
school work should improve and
enlarge the church.”™ This should be
music to the ears of pastors—Sabbath
School can improve and enlarge your
church! Now let's consider how pas-
tors can improve and enlarge their
Sabbath Schools.

1. Model the ministry
Leadership 101 if you want any
chance of increasing Sabbath School
attendance, you need to attend
yourself. Yet it seems more and more
common for pastors to opt out of
Sabbath School, even when in the
building. While the superintendent is
leading a program in the sanctuary or
Sabbath School classes are meeting
throughout the church, the pastor can
often be found reviewing the sermon
or engaging in a conversation in the
foyer. Before long, members begin
following the pastor’s example and
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congregate in back rooms and hallways
of the church rather than joining in
Sabbath School. An unspoken mes-
sage is conveyed—Sabbath School is
not that important.

Of course, pastors cannot always
attend Sabbath School. But just as
Jesus worshiped in the synagogue
every Sabbath, “as His custom was”
(Luke 4:16),2 so the custom of every
pastor should be to attend Sabbath
School whenever possible. Show by
example that Sabbath School is a vital
part of the Sabbath worship experi-
ence, not an optional preliminary.

In many churches, Sabbath School
attendance pales in comparison to the
worship service. Pastors should take
advantage of this fact and communi-
cate the importance of Sabbath School
in the preaching service. Schedule ser-
mons on subjects such as the history
and purpose of Sabbath School, the
value of fellowship in Sabbath School,
and the role of mission in Sabbath
School. Be sure to incorporate some of
the many powerful prophetic insights
from Ellen White regarding the value
and importance of Sabbath School.

2. Clarify the ministry
Pastors should emphasize to
their members the importance of
attendance, not merely as a personal
benefit but as a ministry. The apostle
Paul admonished: "And let us consider
one another in order to stir up love
and good works, not forsaking the
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assembling of ourselves together, as
is the manner of some, but exhorting
one another, and so much the more
as you see the Day approaching” (Heb.
10:24, 25). Notice the purpose of atten-
dance, or assembling together, is to
consider and exhort “one another.” It is
not merely for our own spiritual gain
that we should attend Sabbath School
but also to support one another, pray
for one another, and stir up love and
good works in others.

When few attend a meeting,
it tends to discourage; when many
attend, it gives strength and encour-
agement to everyone. Many people
simply do not realize that the life and
strength of the church depend, to
a great degree, upon the consistent
attendance of its members. This is why
attending important church services
and functions should be taught as a
spiritual habit. We may not always
feel like attending Sabbath School, but
we can still choose to attend by faith.
“With your heart softened by the love
of Jesus, go to the meeting, feeling that
you are personally responsible for its
success. If but few attend, you should
feel under double responsibility.

3. Improve the quality
This may be hard to swallow, but
maybe the reason some people do
not attend Sabbath School is that
they think it's boring. Not that this
is a good excuse not to attend, but a
boring class certainly does not help



matters. “Our Sabbath schools should
be made more interesting."

Sometimes we can be our own
worst enemy. When Sabbath School
attendance begins to dwindle, we
choose members with lesser gifts
in communicating and teaching to
serve as superintendents and teach-
ers in Sabbath School. Then we take
the most important and interesting
elements out of Sabbath School and
stuff them into the worship service.
The logic is understandable. We want
the most talented people and exciting
features to be in the worship service
when everyone is there to see and
hear what happens. But if we always
take the best for the worship service
and leave the rest for Sabbath School,
we give people no incentive to attend
and only exacerbate the problem.

Do not wait until attendance
increases to begin focusing on excel-
lence in your program. Put your
efforts toward making Sabbath School
something members will not want to
miss; then be patient as the positive
reports travel around the church. As
a general rule, you can shift stronger
elements into Sabbath School and
not see a decrease in worship service
attendance.

4, Visit the children

One of the most important fac-
tors in Sabbath School attendance is
the quality of the program for chil-
dren and youth. Adults can be hard
to figure out. Even when they fail to
see the need for their own spiritual
growth, many parents still want their
kids to have the very best Sabbath
School experience available. But this
gives pastors a double motivation for
investing in children and youth. First,
they can make a lasting impression
and guide young minds to a life of
committed service to Jesus. Second,
by ensuring that there is a strong pro-
gram for the children, they can connect
with parents and often discover higher
attendance in the adult classes too.

Pastors should periodically visit
the children’s and youth Sabbath
School divisions to show appreciation
and support for the young people and
teachers. Be warm and friendly. Get to
know the children and youth as much

as possible, starting with their names.
Showing an interest in what is happen-
ing in these Sabbath School divisions
will not be lost on anyone—children,
youth, parents, or teachers.

5. Revive the mission

Either before or after the Sabbath
School class study, most churches hold
a short service for the whole church
that is often called the “preliminary
program” or “superintendent remarks.”
Neither of those sounds very excit-
ing. A “preliminary” program sounds
like optional, unimportant stuff that
happens before the real program.
“Superintendent remarks” sounds like
a mini sermon before the real ser-
mon. In place of these not-so-inspiring
programs, pastors should promote a
vibrant “mission program.”

For many churches, a short
study of the Adult Sabbath School
Bible Study Cuide is all that is left
of Sabbath School. But though the
foundation of Sabbath School is Bible
study and prayer, the focus of thriv-
ing Sabbath Schools has always been
mission—both world mission and
local community outreach. The mis-
sion program can incorporate inspiring
testimonies and mission reports,
top-quality training, Bible school
graduations, or even an occasional
baptism. No need to bog down the
program with preliminary features or
commentary. The key is to streamline
the program and stay focused on mis-
sion. Consider the following sample
order of service:

1. Welcome, opening song, and
prayer (5 min.)
World mission report (5 min.)

3. Local testimony or ministry high-

lights (5 min.)
4. Personal ministries training (5
min.)

After opening with a song and
prayer, the focus turns to global mis-
sion and what the church is doing
around the world. Adventist Mission
produces weekly videos that fit per-
fectly into this slot if no live testimony
is available.* The second segment is for
local ministry testimonies or reports.
The final segment is for personal
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ministries training.® The program
moves from their work (global mission)
to our work (local church mission)—
and, finally, to my work (individual
mission). You may not have all three
segments every week, but keeping
this schedule for most Sabbaths will
ensure a well-rounded mission focus.

“Every church should be a training
school for Christian workers.”” Within
the structure of our churches, we
already have a school we can utilize
for training Christian workers—the
Sabbath Schooll Do not make the
mistake of thinking our members are
turned off by mission education and
training. Perhaps that would be true
if we were scolding them for what
they have failed to do. But that's not
the spirit or purpose of the mission
program. This program is based on the
premise that “many would be willing
to work if they were taught how to
begin.” If the world mission reports
are inspiring, the local testimonies
and reports short and interesting, and
the individual training practical and
encouraging, it will be a blessing to all
who attend.

6. Warm the church

If attendance is struggling, it could
be because the vital element of fel-
lowship is not receiving the attention
it needs. Many pastors looking for
church growth and discipleship ideas
have been taught that small groups
can nurture their members, provide
spiritual guidance, meet social needs,
and create lasting bonds of friendship.
But what many fail to capitalize on is
the small group structure that already
exists in Sabbath School.

Pastors should ensure that a
format of fellowship is truly in place.
If possible, organize Sabbath School
classes into small groups where
members can easily interact with one
another rather than maintaining a
large, lecture-style class in the sanctu-
ary. While some may initially prefer the
anonymous nature of a large class with
little to no participation, such a format
rarely brings them back. Deep down,
most people appreciate it when others
take an interest in them and exhibit
genuine love and care. Pastors should
preach and train on the importance
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of warmth and hospitality toward
those who attend Sabbath School
and church.

In addition, pastors should
encourage church members to join
one Sabbath School class rather than
bouncing around from week to week.
Sabbath School is the best place for
members to share together, pray
together, ask questions, get clarifica-
tion on difficult subjects, and grow
spiritually. Ensure that a system is in
place to contact and encourage those
who are unexpectedly or consistently
missing. Many people will never attend
Sabbath School consistently if they
feel no one would really care or miss
them if they stayed home.

7. Invite the people

It should go without saying, but to
increase attendance, pastors should
encourage both teachers and mem-
bers to be intentional about inviting
people to Sabbath School. When a
quarter is coming to an end, every
teacher should begin by inviting the
class back next quarter. Then, both the
teacher and members should serve as
Sabbath School evangelists inviting
others to their class.

Go to the foyer just prior to the
worship service. When church mem-
bers come in who do not normally
attend Sabbath School, give them a
printed flyer or a copy of the next
quarter’s Adult Sabbath School Bible
Study Guide and invite them to your
class. Be warm and personal, show-
ing a genuine interest in having them
attend.

Classes can do this as an ongoing
mission project. Ask each member to
find at least one person to pray for
daily and to invite to Sabbath School
leading up to the start of the next
quarter. Invite former church members,
current but nonattending members, or
friends in the community.

8. Train the teachers
Churches with great preachers
generally have great attendance. It
may not be the noblest reason to
attend, but it's a reality, nonethe-
less. People love good preaching and
teaching. So, one reason people do
not attend Sabbath School—if we are
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honest—is that they are dissatisfied
with the quality of teaching. Pastors
can help by conducting a training class
for teachers.

Train teachers to (1) maintain
a living connection with God in
prayer; (2) never teach without
preparation—study the Bible for fresh
understandings; (3) be a teacher, not
a preacher, by encouraging discussion
and interaction; (4) know where you
are going and stay on track; (5) draw
insights from the Adult Sabbath School
Bible Study Guide but read and teach
primarily from the Bible; (6) be sure
the main points and practical lessons
are clear; (7) pray for and with class
members; (8) be warm, kind, and
thoughtful—never rude or conde-
scending; (9) visit and personally labor
for those attending; (10) encourage
class members to be soul winners and
share what they learn.

The goal is not to transform all our
teachers into crowd-pleasing attrac-
tions but to help them develop their
gifts and potential and to eliminate
common mistakes. By ensuring that
every teacher receives simple training
in key areas, pastors can significantly
improve the quality of Sabbath School
and may also see an increase in
attendance.

9. Organize for service

In addition to the mission pro-
gram, in which the entire church joins
together for inspiration and training,
the classes themselves should engage
in mission. The small-group format is
perfectly suited for effective outreach:
“The formation of small companies as
a basis of Christian effort has been
presented to me by One who can-
not err.” “Let there be in every church,
well-organized companies of workers
to labor in the vicinity of that church.™

Pastors should work with the
Sabbath School leaders to ask every
class to adopt a quarterly mission
project. Keep it simple. Choose a tract
or piece of literature and set a distribu-
tion goal as a class. Identify struggling
families and plan intentional acts of
kindness by class members. Develop a
list of those unable to leave home due
to age or health concerns and have a
few class members visit each one. The
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possibilities are endless. Then, have
each class share a report during one
of the weekly local testimony seg-
ments of the Sabbath School mission
program.

It is important to remember that
people attend more faithfully when
they are invested—when they feel a
part of something. By not only meet-
ing together weekly but also engaging
in other opportunities for mission
and fellowship, members will attend
more consistently, and the purpose
of Sabbath School will be more fully
realized: “The object of Sabbath school
work should be the ingathering of
souls."°

Robert H. Pierson, former General
Conference president, wrote: “From
children we as Seventh-day Adventists
have been told that the Sabbath School
is the heart of the church, and so it is.™
Just as the heart gives life to the body,
so a vibrant Sabbath School gives
life to the church. If Sabbath School
attendance has been a weakness in
your church, go to the Life-Giver. Pray
and ask God to increase your Sabbath
School attendance. Then, with Jesus by
your side, go to work using the ideas
in this article and others that the Lord
will give you. May the Lord bless your
efforts and may the influence of your
Sabbath School improve and enlarge
your church. %'

—_

Ellen G. White, Counsels on Sabbath School Work
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn.,
1938),9.
Scripture quotations in this article are from the New
King James Version.
Ellen G. White, Pastoral Ministry (Silver Spring, MD:
General Conference Ministerial Association, 1995),
184.
White, Counsels on Sabbath School Work, 114.
For Adventist Mission videos, visit the Adventist
Mission Videos page at am.adventistmission.org
/videos.
For videos that can be used in personal ministries
training segment, visit the GROW Videos page of the
GC Personal Ministries website at GROW.adventist
.org/videos.
Ellen G. White, Christian Service (Washington, DC:
Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1947), 59.
White, Christian Service, 59.

9 White, Christian Service, 72.
10 White, Counsels on Sabbath School Work, 61.
11 Robert H. Pierson, “The Heart of the Church,” British
West Indies Visitor 5, no. 6 (June 1948).
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ambiguous and awkward terms

at last year's Scripps National
Spelling Bee championships, the final
word rang familiar to Christian view-
ers. The winning word for the bee’s
champion, 14-year-old speller Karthik
Nemmani, was koinonia.*

Koinonia is a Greek word defined
as “spiritual community.” We have dis-
covered that fellowship is not just one
of the four goals of Sabbath School;
fellowship infuses all the other goals.

Fellowshlp—Embrace the
Lord’s church

John does something rather strange
in 1 John 1:3-6. He mentions human
fellowship before he proceeds to fellow-
ship with God. Why? Maybe he begins
where most of us would start—feeling
the love of people from the church even
before experiencing the love of God.
Beth, a Sabbath School class member,
confesses that the Sabbath School is a
“safe place to share her suffering and
receive prayer and compassion.”

It is especially true of those who
have experienced broken relationships
in their lives. They sense love and
acceptance. It's such a new experience
that they are overwhelmed. Then they
learn that love does not originate with
us as church members, love comes from
God, sent to us through Jesus Christ,
and we enjoy fellowship with Him.

Bible study—Read the
Lord’s Word

Rosie, one Sabbath School class
member, said it this way: “My faith
in God is greatly fortified as | spend
time with other members of the class.
When | hear their real-life stories and
bless them with my own daily experi-
ences, my spiritual life is bolstered.”

Studies have shown that 48 percent
of the members of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church read their Bible daily,
and 51.7 percent have daily personal
devotions. When asked how often they
study the Sabbath School lesson, more

they studied the Sabbath School lesson
daily or more than once a day. A little
more than a quarter responded that
they study their Sabbath School les-
son more than once a week, while 17
percent studied the lesson about once a
week. One-tenth of respondents study
the lesson less than once a month, and
another tenth admitted that they never
open the Sabbath School quarterly.?

Outreach—Touch the
Lord’s community

Sam, a Sabbath School class facili-
tator, shared, “We are intentional in
showing that our class has not grown
indifferent to the defections from its
fellowship. We visit members and visi-
tors in their homes and give them the
gift of fellowship.” When asked what
brought him back to church after 10
years, Jimmy, who was recently rebap-
tized, identified two things: the church
literature he continued to receive in his
mailbox and the regular visits (and text
messages) he received from a long-
time Sabbath School friend. When our
local church detects the first sign of
frequent absence, a Sabbath School
member is assigned to phone the
individual. We really miss the “missing
member.” Should the person continue
to be absent, we will visit the person
and pray with him or her.

Mission—Feel the Lord’s
pain

Laura, a prayer group participant,
testifies, “We need each other now
more than ever before. The pain and
heartache of this world should be even
more of a reason to enjoy this fellow-
ship.” Some Sabbath School classes at
our church meet for Sabbath lunch and
prayer meeting. We are living organ-
isms, dependent on each other. The
Bible commands, “Pray for that country,
because if it prospers, so will you” (Jer.
29:7, Clear Word).

Fellowship has to be with God's
people! And who are they? Ellen
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White says, “His followers are not to
feel themselves detached from the
perishing world around them. They are
a part of the great web of humanity;
and Heaven looks upon them as broth-
ers to sinners as well as to saints.” We
are our brother’s keeper.

Appeal

Sabbath School should be a time
when we help each other to mature
spiritually. Through testimony, prayer,
and meaningful discussion of the
lesson study, we can strengthen the
Sabbath School class.

We, therefore, encourage our pas-
tors and administrators to (1) study the
quarterly, (2) promote Sabbath School
in your church, and (3) attend Sabbath
School. “The Sabbath school work is
important, and all who are interested
in the truth should endeavor to make
it prosperous.”™ What can you do to
make Sabbath School prosperous in
your church?

As followers of Jesus, the more
time we spend getting to know each
other and our community, the better.
That is what genuine fellowship with
one another is all about. %!

—Written by Arnaud C. Moorooven, a local
church pastor in Mauritius Island and Hensley M.
Moorooven, the Undersecretary of the General
Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, Silver
Spring, Maryland, United States.

1 Janice Williams, “Who Won Scripps National Spelling
Bee Last Year? Karthik Nemmani Named 2018
Champion After Spelling ‘Koinonia, ” Newsweek, May
30, 2019, newsweek.com/karthik-nemmani
-spelling-bee-2018-winner-1439950.
“Global Survey: Sabbath School Habits," ASTR, https://
www.adventistresearch.org/blog/2019/02
/global-survey-sabbath-school-habits; "Global Trends
on Bible Reading and Devotional Practices," ASTR,
https://www.adventistresearch.org/blog/2018/12/
global-trends-bible-reading-and-devotional-practices.
Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages (Mountain View,
CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1898), 638.
4 Ellen G.White, Counsels on Sabbath School Work
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1938), 9.
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Evangelism, Sabbath-
morning style

or years it has been my privi-

lege to help train ministers to

develop effective soul-winning

methods that best suit their
own talents and situations. God has
given His church a special end-time
message to proclaim. Especially during
their internship, new ministers should
partner with experienced pastors who
have a clear evangelistic vision and can
train them to present truth within the
context of the everlasting gospel (Rev.
14:6-12).

The church also provides a marvel-
ous context for the pastor to deliver
the message. There is no venue that
has more possibilities for decisions
for Christ than the local church. There
are three ways in which you can use
the church as a powerful avenue for
soul-winning.

Maximize evangelism
through proclamation

Transform the pulpit in your church
into an evangelistic center through
the “Sabbath Morning Evangelism”
plan. Much more can be done from
the pulpit on Sabbath morning. Every
Sabbath, thousands of visitors pass
through the doors of our churches,
and the evangelistic sermon is the
most appropriate type to reach them.
Every year, the General Conference
Ministerial Association develops more
and more beautifully illustrated, state-
of-the-art, Christ-centered, prophetic,
doctrinal sermons in PowerPoint® and
Keynote®, freely available and fully
editable into any language?

Every pastor and elder can take
advantage of this flexible, inexpen-
sive, and successful plan. They can
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dedicate a quarter, a semester, or most
Sabbaths of the year to do evangelism
from the pulpit in their local congrega-
tions. Preaching doctrinal sermons has
many benefits:

It accustoms congregants to evan-
gelistic preaching on Sabbath morning.
This exposes members and visitors
alike to the distinctive doctrines of the
everlasting gospel. Paul said, “For | have
not shrunk from declaring to you God's
whole truth” (Acts 20:27, Weymouth).
Declaring God's whole truth (a) estab-
lishes believers upon a solid biblical
foundation, (b) increases their faithful-
ness, and (c) reduces apostasy.

It encourages pastors to submit
a yearly or quarterly preaching plan.
This will include all the essential Bible
teachings within one calendar year. In
addition, the plan enables congregants
to know in advance the subjects to
be presented, encouraging them to
bring friends and relatives to worship
services on Sabbath morning.

It develops more pastor-evangelists
and lay-evangelists. Allow the same
sermon to be preached in multi-
church districts. The pastor can assign
the same sermon to all elders. The
Word of God must be the best source
for sermons. It is the message that
comes from the heart of God to that of
every person. The Bible and the writ-
ings of the Spirit of Prophecy must
regain primacy in every pastor’s life.
While working to complete the Creat
Controversy, Ellen White wrote in 1884,
‘I want to get it out as soon as pos-
sible, for our people need it so much . ..
I have been unable to sleep nights,
thinking of the important things to take
place. .. Creat things are before us, and
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we want to call the people from their
indifference to get ready.”

It increases appeals for Jesus and
Bible truths. Instead of allowing His
disciples (and us) to select what we
think we should preach or teach, Jesus
told us that we must instruct others
“‘to observe all things that | have com-
manded you'" (Matt. 28:20, NKJV). Not
to do sois an act of open rebellion—we
could say that it is pastoral malpractice.
Sadly, there is more than one way to
distort evangelism. While one of them
is to present something that is not true,
perhaps the most subtle misrepresen-
tation involves proclaiming only part
of the truth—or a half-truth. Be careful
not to ignore the pillars of Christian
faith—truths and doctrines that Jesus
Himself taught and revealed—espe-
cially the message clearly described in
Revelation 14:6-12. If we do not preach
“all” that Jesus asked us to teach, what
kind of disciples are we being?

It increases decisions for Jesus
and His church. Baptisms will now
take place year-round. Evangelism
is a concept that covers much. The
purpose of evangelism is to proclaim
the message of God's grace in such a
persuasive way that individuals will
embrace Jesus as their soon-coming
Savior and Lord, unite their lives with
His church, and dedicate themselves
to service in God's cause. More than an
event, evangelism is a lifestyle for the
believer. Charles Bradford states, “It is
not for us to argue the question as to
whether or not a person can be saved
outside church fellowship, or to put it
the other way, whether it is absolutely
necessary to belong to the SDA Church
to be saved. It is our task to pull them



into the lifeboat. We can't afford to be
fuzzy in our thinking here. To remain
outside is to be in definite peril.”

Organize evangelism
through intercession

The most sacred task of the pas-
tor or elder is to promote true revival
and reformation among members that
lead them to spend daily quality time
in personal communion with God
through prayer and study of His Word.
Organize the church to be a center for
fervent prayer and Bible study. Every
great revival and missionary movement
throughout history took place only
after intense personal and public study
of the living Word of God coupled
with fervent and earnest prayer Both
elements are at the heart of soul win-
ning—and both are at the heart of
Sabbath School. What is special about
Sabbath School? At least five things.

(1) Bible study—supplies an inter-
active, dynamic, systematic study of
Scripture for spiritual growth from
birth through adulthood; (2) fellow-
ship—offers weekly spiritual nurture
and communion for church members
and visitors; (3) sharing—encourages
class participants to share their experi-
ence and spiritual insights with other
church members through prayer and
testimony; (4) world mission—enables
believers stay connected with the
global church family through world
mission education; (5) service—pro-
vides small-group classes, a structure
for organized outreach to the commu-
nity and a great preparation for giving
personal Bible studies.

The church is a spiritual entity, and
members expect their pastors and
elders to be leaders filled with the
Holy Spirit. A congregation usually
never goes beyond where the pastor
leads it by precept and example. The
time spent with God will give each
minister a clear vision of how to fulfill
God's dream and help him or her to
experience more vividly the reality that
“the church is God's appointed agency
for the salvation of men [humanity].
It was organized for service, and its
mission is to carry the gospel to the
world.™ This will lead to the compre-
hensive mobilization of every believer,
guided by the Holy Spirit.

Strategize evangelism
through integration
A yearly outreach master plan, in
which all departments of the church
participate in an integrated way, is
highly recommended. The pastor and
the elders need to work hand in hand
with every department to produce
a comprehensive evangelism plan
that will mobilize the majority of our
members—children, youth, and adults
alike. Such a flexible and bold master
plan must include a cycle of revival,
training and equipping, sowing, reap-
ing, nurturing, and consolidation that
allows every member and institution
the opportunity to be involved.s
Those congregations that have
employed this model are the ones at
the top in (a) soul winning, (b) reten-
tion of members, and (c) discipleship.
Preparing individuals for baptism,
planting new congregations, and devel-
oping disciples should be the main
emphasis of every pastor and elder.
We must view evangelism as a pro-
cess leading to discipleship, not just an
event that expands membership. While
membership growth is a by-product of
evangelism, the Great Commission envi-
sions each believer becoming a mature,
disciple-producing minister. The task
of evangelism is not finished until new
believers are nurtured, trained, deployed,
and winning others themselves.
Disciple-making must be viewed
as integral to the evangelistic process,
not just a follow-up after the main
evangelistic event. Gaining members
without discipling them is ultimately
self-defeating. A balanced evangelistic
program calls for pastors and elders not
only to promote evangelism but also to
nurture new members and train them
for service and then deploy them in
reaching others. And by doing so, they
place themselves at the center of God's
activity. “There are possibilities for work
to be done by you for Jesus that you
have never dreamed of.”

Grand finale

The fifth book of the New
Testament, the Acts of the Apostles,
could truly be called the Acts of the
Holy Spirit. But if the beginnings of
the church were glorious when, after
Pentecost, the great evangelistic
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explosion occurred, something bigger
must take place in our day. Millions of
believers, filled with the Holy Spirit, will
proclaim within the framework of the
“everlasting gospel” the last three mes-
sages of the mercy of Jesus “to every
nation, tribe, tongue, and people” (Rev.
14:6, NKJV). We could almost say that
the Acts of the Apostles is incomplete,
because the most glorious chapters are
about to be written. You and | are part
of the events they will depict.

So, let us use every means at our
disposal—Sabbath sermon, Sabbath
School, Adventist Youth program, prayer
meeting—to share the gospel with our
communities. “Evangelistic work, open-
ing the Scriptures to others, warning
men and women of what is coming
upon the world, is to occupy more and
still more of the time of God's servants."”
What a privilege. What a responsibility.
We can almost see the great finale as
Jesus revealed it to John in Patmos:
“After these things | saw another angel
coming down from heaven, having great
authority, and the earth was illuminated
with his glory” (Rev. 18:1, NKJV).

And the glorious thing is that it
will happen. Jesus has told us how
things will end. The last generation will
witness and participate in wonderful
things: the descent of the Holy Spirit
in its fullness and the rapid completion
of the Great Commission. “The Lord
designs that the presentation of this
message shall be the highest, greatest
work carried on in the world at this
time.” May God use us to make ours
that last generation.'W!

—_
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“Illustrated Sermons ETMF)” page at
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Whatever happened to
adult Sabbath School?

e surveyed 1,451 church

members and 59 pas-

tors in the Seventh-day

Adventist Church from
a cluster sample in all nine unions in
the North American Division to deter-
mine the relationship(s) between
Sabbath School attendance and
the following five groups of factors:
achievement, satisfaction, sociocultural
factors, institutional factors, and gen-
eral perceptions.

From its inception in the 1850s
until the early part of the twenti-
eth century, people flocked to the
Adventist Sabbath School in North
America. During those times, Sabbath
School reached its highest attendance
rate. In fact, Sabbath School mem-
bership was, sometimes, even larger
than church membership. Since then,
the attendance rate has significantly
declined. It is estimated that less than
25 percent of Seventh-day Adventist
Church members, at least in North
America, now attend Sabbath School
on a regular basis. And the statistics
may be similar in many other divisions.

The decline

“If | were not a pastor, | would
never attend Sabbath School.” So
stated a church leader interviewed
for this study. Another admitted, “I
am really ashamed of my Sabbath
School. I would never invite anybody,
especially non-Adventists, to attend
my Sabbath School class.” A semi-
nary professor said, ‘I remember the
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classes in only one Sabbath School
that I truly enjoyed in my entire life.” A
Sabbath School leader acknowledged,
“Sabbath School is dying if it is not
already dead.”

Instituted in the early 18505,
prior to the official establishment of
the Seventh-day Adventist Church,
Sabbath School is one of the oldest
organized ministries in the movement.
As an educational institution, it was
established as a platform for fulfill-
ing the church's mission of teaching
the gospel and nurturing the spiritual
growth of its members. From its incep-
tion, Sabbath School was intended to
be “one of the greatest instrumentali-
ties, and the most effectual, in bringing
souls to Christ.™

For many decades until the early
twentieth century, the Sabbath School
mission and goals were maintained.
The early history of Sabbath School
shows that the adult Sabbath School
was growing and its members were
spiritually enriched. Referring to
the early history of Sabbath School,
William Covert, an early Sabbath
School member, wrote: “l enjoyed my
Sabbath School study then as much as
ever in my life.”

Originally, the Sabbath School had
one objective: to instruct the youth of
the church through a systematic study
of the Word of God. Writing about
the origins of Sabbath School, Flora
Plummer mentions that Elder James
White “was deeply impressed with the
need of some regular system or plan
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of Bible lessons especially adapted to
the youth.” As the Adventist Church
grew, the objectives of Sabbath School
gradually increased. An independent
research study done on the history of
Sabbath School objectives, conducted
by Sherman McCormick, suggests that
Sabbath School should be responsible
for six “tributary” objectives:

1. Bible study
Community evangelism and
soul-winning

3. Fellowship and support

4. Nurture and character

development

Training for Christian service

6. World mission promotion and
funding?

W

Based upon this, the Sabbath
School Handbook states: “Sabbath
School has four specific objectives:
Study of the Word, Fellowship,
Community Outreach, and World
Mission Emphasis. These four objec-
tives are the basis for every activity of
the Sabbath School in all divisions.”

The annual statistical reports of the
North American Division show that for
a number of decades from its time of
inception in the 1850s, the attendance
rate at the adult Sabbath School in
the Seventh-day Adventist Church
was continuously growing. Then things
started to change.

Prior to the 1930s, Sabbath School
was the main evangelistic ministry in
the church. In an article titled “Sabbath



School Evangelism,” Louis Dickson
(1932) remarks on the important role
played by the Sabbath School in evan-
gelism. “It is stated that 85 percent of
church membership comes directly
from the Sabbath school.”

Over the succeeding decades,
Sabbath School attendance, as well
as offerings, dramatically declined.
Although Sabbath School attendance
reports are no longer formally taken, it
is estimated that typical adult Sabbath
School attendance is lower than 25 per-
cent of the church membership in the
Adventist churches in North America.
This proportional drop of more than 75
percent in Sabbath School attendance is
in comparison to about 75 years earlier.
Based on the annual financial reports
in the 147th Annual Statistical Report,
Sabbath School offerings currently
represent only 2.55 cents (3 percent)
for each tithe dollar.” Benchmarked
against tithe, this is proportionally a
decline of over 90 percent in a period
of about 75 years.

The data

There is no single cause for or
simple answer to the declining atten-
dance at adult Sabbath School in North
America. The phenomenon of declining
attendance encountered for almost a
century is related to numerous factors,
which cannot be easily and entirely
identified. The literature, however,
reveals the following aspects related
to Sabbath School:

1. Sabbath School attendance has
been related to the multiplicity
of Sabbath School objectives.
According to the literature, a
single and clearly defined objec-
tive was an important factor in
maintaining a high rate of Sabbath
School attendance for the first
several decades of its history.
Based on the history of Sabbath
School, it has been observed that
attendance started to decline
when multiple objectives were
attributed to Sabbath School.

2. As a culturally sensitive entity, the
dynamic of Sabbath School has
been affected by the numerous
sociocultural changes encountered
throughout its history. Secularism

has been attributed with the loss
of vitality in Sabbath School,
with its natural by-products of
materialism and religious plural-
ism reinforced by a postmodern
worldview.

3. Sabbath School is an educational
institution, although not formal,
so Sabbath School attendance is
influenced by the quality of its
teaching and learning process.
Cultural and technological changes
have dramatically impacted teach-
ing and learning strategies over the
past century, and these may not
always have been reflected in the
way Sabbath School classes are
conducted. An adequate teaching
and learning method, carefully and
culturally contextualized, could
result in better attendance at
Sabbath Schools.

The level of achievement and sat-
isfaction with Sabbath School is highly
related to Sabbath School attendance.
Based on the findings of this study, a
balance between the cognitive compo-
nent (achievement) and the affective
component (satisfaction), along with
active involvement in some form of
ministry (psychomotor), appears to
stimulate members to regular atten-
dance at Sabbath School.

Other characteristics associated
with regular Sabbath School atten-
dance are these:

1. The Bible is used as the primary
teaching resource.

2. Aninteractive teaching style is pre-
dominantly used by the Sabbath
School teachers.

3. Fellowship opportunities are
provided.

4. The local Sabbath School is
engaged in community outreach
projects.

5. Worship is the reason for coming
to church.

6. Learning biblical truths is the rea-
son for coming to church.

7. The participants believe that
biblical truths enhance their rela-
tionship with God.

8. Sabbath School does not duplicate
the features of the church worship
service.
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9. There is involvement in other
ministries.

10. Sabbath School is considered nec-
essary to the experience of “going
to church” on Sabbath.

11. Sabbath School is considered rel-
evant for the twenty-first century.

12. The Sabbath School lesson is stud-
ied during the week.

The diagnosis

This study reveals that even in a
postmodern culture such as twenty-
first-century North America, adult
Sabbath School is better attended in
those places where the Bible is used
as the primary teaching resource. No
other resources, as relevant as they
might seem to be, were perceived as
a replacement for the study of Cod’s
Word. The Bible was and continues to
be the foundation and driving force for
a successful Sabbath School.

An interactive teaching style
employed by Sabbath School teach-
ers makes a significant difference in
Sabbath School attendance. When
this teaching style is used, the Sabbath
School participants feel encouraged
to express their beliefs and develop
their own well-considered theological
identity.

A teaching style that takes into
consideration the differences in
learning preferences will enable the
Sabbath School members to learn
faster (achievement), enjoy what they
are learning (satisfaction), and become
more likely to put what they have
learned into practice (psychomotor).
These types of Sabbath Schools are
more likely to grow their attendance.
The art and science of teaching and
learning seem to play an important
role in achieving the goals in Sabbath
School, but the most important attri-
bute of the Sabbath School teacher is
having a relationship with and depen-
dence on God.

A friendly and welcoming envi-
ronment where the Bible is taught
becomes a binding force that attracts
people to attend Sabbath School more
frequently. An open and supportive
Sabbath School class sets the tone for
a growing Sabbath School.

A well-conducted Sabbath School
provides the necessary ground for
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growth in discipleship—that is, per-
sonal spiritual sanctification and a
desire to witness. Higher levels of
achievement and satisfaction with
Sabbath School in the area of personal
spiritual development lead to better
Sabbath School attendance.

In addition, Sabbath School
attendance is significantly related to
a fundamental attitude or worldview
in which worshiping God is associ-
ated with coming to church. A genuine
corporate worship experience has the
potential to lead people to a stronger
desire for an in-depth study and
understanding of God's Word.

In the same way, a fundamental
attitude in which learning is asso-
ciated with coming to church is
significantly related to Sabbath School
attendance. As the primary nonformal
educational ministry in the Adventist
Church, Sabbath School can satisfy
the needs of those who value biblical
truth and view this truth as essential
to the enhancement of their relation-
ship with God.

Keeping the features of a Sabbath
School distinct and relevant and
avoiding duplication with the features
of other church services, mainly with
the worship service, could have a
positive impact on Sabbath School
attendance. If Sabbath School mir-
rors the exact features of a typical
worship service, it is more likely that
members will be tempted to choose
one of the two services instead of
attending both.

A culturally contextualized Sabbath
School meaningful to the twenty-first-
century generation is more likely to be
frequently attended than an outdated
Sabbath School that is not sensitive
to members' needs. This identifies an
important responsibility for Sabbath
School leaders and teachers. They
must remain relevant to the culture as
well as true to the Bible—identified by
this research as the best study resource
for Sabbath School.

The study of the Sabbath School
lesson during the week is significantly
related to Sabbath School attendance.
Commitment to the daily lesson study
appears to motivate Sabbath School
attendance rather than being seen as
a chore that decreases attendance.
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The dilemma

Sabbath Schools in the twenty-
first century face unprecedented
challenges. The most significant of
these is the paradigm shift to the post-
modern era, manifested particularly
through religious pluralism and cultural
diversity. Sabbath Schools must deal
with these new challenges in order
to be effective. The study shows that
a Bible-based teaching experience
that is culturally contextualized and
relevant is a vital ingredient for the
twenty-first-century generation. In
response to what has been revealed by
this study, it is my personal conviction
that one clearly defined and cultur-
ally contextualized Sabbath School
objective, passionately and diligently
pursued, and empowered by the Holy
Spirit, may potentially set the grounds
for a new and more productive phase
of adult Sabbath School.

Overall, most authors who have
written about Sabbath School consider
the soul-winning objective to be the
main objective or the supreme objec-
tive of Sabbath School. As profound
as it may sound, this objective does
not provide the parameters or the
specifics of a soul-winning agency. In
my opinion, this goal is more like the
overarching goal of any church effort.
Sabbath School needs to focus on a
unique, clearly defined, tangible, and
culturally contextualized objective that
will enhance the Adventist Church
in its ability to fulfill its mission. A
diligent study of God's Word was, is,
and should remain the fundamental
objective for any Sabbath School effort
in the Adventist Church.

Is there a future for Sabbath School
in this postmodern world infused with
relativism and materialism? My answer
is yes. Sabbath School still has its unique
mission, a mandate that no other church
ministry or church institution is able to
fulfill as efficiently. In addition to what
this study has revealed, | personally
believe that the following four major
outcomes of a properly conducted
Sabbath School cannot and will not be
fulfilled to the same extent by any other
church entity:

1. Sabbath School was and continues
to be the most effectual binding
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tool in keeping the Adventist
Church theologically and doctrin-
ally united.

2. Sabbath School provides a unique
educational model that has the
potential to guide the church
membership, individually and col-
lectively, in searching and studying
the truths of the Bible at home
and in Sabbath School on a weekly
basis.

3. Sabbath School provides valuable
mentoring and opportunities for
young, aspiring leaders to practice
and develop their talents.

4. Sabbath School provides impor-
tant opportunities for members
and nonmembers of the church
to voice their beliefs and opinions.
As individuals are encouraged to
consider and express their beliefs
in Sabbath School, they naturally
internalize biblical values and take
ownership of their beliefs.

Even with the unprecedented
challenges of the twenty-first century
in North America as well as around
the world, a properly designed and
conducted Sabbath School has the
potential to become what it was origi-
nally intended to be—one of the most
effective tools in bringing people close
to God.'¥!

—_
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» Adventist Church in Costa Rica and Nicaragua commits to
reaching former members

lajuela, Costa Rica—The Seventh-

day Adventist Church in the South
Central American Union Mission, which
comprises Costa Rica and Nicaragua,
officially launched the Inter-American
Division’s territory-wide initiative to
seek out former church members dur-
ing a special training throughout its six
regional church fields. More than 1,300
church elders, pastors, and Sabbath
School leaders gathered earlier this
month to be trained in how to reach
former members and bring them back
to the church.

More than 100,000 members have
left the church or are unaccounted for
across Costa Rica and Nicaragua dur-
ing the past two years, reported Pastor
Ricardo Marin, executive secretary of the
South Central American Union Mission.
“That means that there is more than a
45 percent decrease in total membership
in the union,” said Marin. The current
membership stands at 121,440.

Samuel Telemaque, Sabbath
School director for the Inter-American
Division, traveled throughout Costa
Rica and Nicaragua to emphasize the
importance of building relationships
in retaining and seeking members
through Sabbath School classes.

It's about being a community
of grace while searching for former
members, inviting them to be reconciled
to God through a process of appealing
to the hearts of the members, said
Telemaque. He pointed to Ezekiel 34
and 2 Corinthians 5:18, 19, highlight-
ing the need to ensure that the proper
ministry of reconciliation is followed.

The training focused on the stages
of reconciliation and provided practical
instructions on how to implement a
ministry of reconciliation, discipleship,
and reintegration into the fellowship
life of the church.

Delegates also were taught how to
make an effective visit to a former mem-
ber and how to help former members
manage feelings of anger and hurt that

many hold regarding the church and its
leaders. Emphasis was made on being
more empathetic and caring and listen-
ing more to former members.

“We need to organize a huge army
in the church with children, young
people, adults, men, and women to
further the ministry of reconciliation,
just [as] Jesus taught in the parables
of the lost sheep and the prodigal son,”
said Leonardo Godinez, district pastor
of the Northwestern Nicaragua Mission.
“That is the purpose of Sabbath School.”

At the close of each regional train-
ing, church elders and leaders were
challenged to be actively involved and
to double their evangelistic efforts as
the church in Costa Rica and Nicaragua
prepares for a massive baptismal cer-
emony on April 4, 2020, in Alajuela.
The celebration will highlight the
Inter-American Division’s territory-
wide evangelism efforts next summer,
which marks the end of the current
quinquennium. [Tomas Saez/IAD News
Staff]

It's about being a community

of grace while searching for
former members, inviting them

to be reconciled to God through a
process of appealing to the hearts
of the members, said Telemaque.
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» North American Division Asian-Pacific pastors meet

ntario, California, United

States—Pastors from across
the United States, Canada, Guam-
Micronesia, and Bermuda gathered for
the North American Division (NAD)
Asian-Pacific Pastors’ Convention.
About 400 pastors and spouses reg-
istered for the event.

“The convention brought our pas-
tors a renewed passion for the study
of the Bible and helped them embrace
the relevance of planting and grow-
ing healthy churches,” said VicLouis
Arreola, director of Asian-Pacific
Ministries for both the NAD and the
Pacific Union Conference. “This gather-
ing was an upper-room experience that
prepared them to meet the challenges
of these end times.”

“It was a wonderful experience to
bring the [pastoral] team together,” said
Tony Anobile, NAD vice president for
multilingual ministries. “The speakers
were focusing on the journey that pas-
tors have and their relationship with
Jesus. [Arreola] and [his team] brought
in people to provide training seminars
and education on how to better their
personal life, their ministries, and their
families. The event showed that, in the
NAD, there is diversity but also unity of
purpose and spirit.”

For Arreola and his team, who
work to provide this opportunity for
those in ministry, the NAD convention
is a time to celebrate the diversity of
and ministry to 33 different cultural
language groups. The convention is also
an opportunity for the Asian-language
advisories to meet, plan, and renew

their mission and vision for reaching
the communities in this division.

Pastors attended courses on New
Testament theology, Old Testament
theology, archaeology, pastoral care
and counseling, systematic theology,
and church growth and evangelism.
Course curricula included Seventh-
day Adventist foundational studies,
interpersonal ministry, outreach in the
community, applied pastoral skills, and
concepts of church growth.

This year's convention was themed
“Redeeming the Time.” Guest speakers
included NAD president Dan Jackson,
Pacific Union Conference president
Ricardo Graham, and Loma Linda
University Church senior pastor Randy
Roberts.

Pastors in attendance represented
many of the 820 Asian-Pacific churches
across the United States, Canada,
Bermuda, and Guam-Micronesia.
For these pastors, the fellowship,
continuing education, and time for
spiritual renewal make these conven-
tions significant both professionally
and spiritually.

“The reality in North America
is that minority groups are going to
continue to grow. I'm grateful to Vic
for coordinating this event and for his
commitment to continued [ministry]
growth,” Anobile said. “At the NAD, our
commitment is to support the growth
of immigrant and refugee ministries in
North America in any way we can.” [Faith
Hoyt/North American Division News]

» Inter-American Division leaders unveil soul-winning plan

iami, Florida, United States—
The passion of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church in the Inter-American
Division (IAD) is for all of its admin-
istrators, pastors, lay preachers, Bible
instructors, church members, Sabbath
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Schools and small groups to contribute
to a comprehensive plan to baptize more
than 200,000 new believers by the end
of this quinquennium, which ends in
June 2020. For that to take place, the
church at all levels needs to stay focused
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on evangelism initiatives and activities
in the weeks and months to come, top
church leaders said during an online
evangelism summit held June 4, 2019.
“As members, we have to preach
and teach to win souls for Christ. That's
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what God put in our hearts to do,” said
Pastor Elie Henry, president of the
Inter-American Division.

“We stand together in soul-winning
in the Inter-American Division,” said
Pastor Balvin Braham, assistant to the
IAD president for evangelism and the
main organizer of the online event. “We
have to conquer in the name of Jesus,
for there are too many people out there
who have not accepted Christ as their
personal Savior in our local church
communities,” said Braham.

Sharing the gospel with others
means baptizing and discipling them as
part of the church flock, said Braham.
It means bringing in more believers
to reach the goal set out mid-2015
of one million new members by mid-
2020. And it means looking at numbers
reached so far.

Since July 2015, when the cur-
rent quinquennium began, 732,256

new members have been baptized,
reported Pastor Leonard Johnson,
executive secretary for the IAD. To
reach the goal of one million, we
would have to reach 267,744 new
members, which is at least 53,548 new
members added for each of the next
five quarters, said Johnson.

Efforts will need to see the 3,200
pastors in the 24 major church regions
in the IAD on board with a compre-
hensive evangelism plan that will
seek to train 100,000 lay preachers
and 300,000 Bible instructors. The
goal is to hold 104,000 evangelistic
campaigns throughout the territory
from January to April in 2020. The
vision corresponds to what church
leaders voted recently during IAD’s
Mid-Year Executive Committee meet-
ings, where 2020 was voted in as the
Year of Discipleship and Evangelistic
Mega Reaping.
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Unions, or church regions, will set
their own evangelistic goals before the
end of the year and unite efforts to not
only reach new believers but also to work
hard with discipleship or retention initia-
tives to get more members involved and
committed to the mission, Braham said.

“Our intention with this summit
was to create an understanding among
pastors in terms of where we are
headed in church growth and retention
of members,” said Braham. It's about
mobilizing and inspiring all pastors to
maximize their potential in equipping
members to continue equipping mem-
bers in soul-winning. “With the help of
the Holy Spirit, and much prayer, we
will experience a rich harvest of souls,”
Braham said. [Libna Stevens/IAD]'W!

To view the Inter-American Division's
Online Evangelism Summit for Pastors,
visit bit.ly/2ZNDayW.
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RESOURCES

Perceptions of the Protestant Reformation in
Seventh-day Adventism

edited by Rolf J. P6hler, Mockern-Friedensau: Institute of Adventist Studies, Friedensau Adventist

University, 2018

erceptions of the Protestant

Reformation in Seventh-day

Adventism is one book that
draws the attention of Adventists.
Edited by Rolf Pohler, professor of
Systematic Theology at Friedensau
Adventist University, the book brings
together notable contributions from a
team of Adventist scholars along with
one non-Adventist scholar.

The book's main burden is, How
have Seventh-day Adventists per-
ceived the Protestant Reformation in
the past, and how do they see their
relation to it today? (7). According to
Pohler, this is a timely question and
is well demonstrated by using three
parts to answer the question. Two
introductory essays, one by Stefan

ADVENTISTICA SILIDJES |
HISTORY AND THEOLOGY ~
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perceptions of the
Protestant Reformation

Hoschele (13-29) and one by Nicholas
Miller (31-46), examine how Adventists
have understood the concepts of
“Protestantism” and “Reform” as well
as how the works of some Reformers
influenced distinctly Adventist beliefs,
such as the great controversy motif and
the sanctuary doctrine.

The first part of the book then
addresses Martin Luther from the
Adventist perspective. Essay authors
consider how the Adventist Church
cofounder Ellen White understood
and portrayed the life of Martin Luther
and how Luther's eschatology was
received. They explore differences in
perceptions of the antichrist and the
principle of sola Scriptura (99-135).
Authors also sought to offer new

N ADVENTIST
NEW SERIES

in Seventh-day
Adventism

ROLF ). POHLER, EDITOR

i
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perspectives on Reformation studies
in relation to Adventism. For instance,
Daniel Heinz argues perceptively that
Luther's end-time orientation “makes
him a true” Adventist. While this
may be considered an overstatement
by others, Heinz bemoans the fact
that Christians, especially Adventists
who call themselves the heirs of the
Reformation, have not given more
attention to Luther’s eschatological
worldview (77). Instead, they have
focused more on the historical battle
between the Reformer and Rome as
well his theological interpretation of
the pope as antichrist.

Perspectives of the Magisterial
and Radical Reformation constitute
the second part of this book. In this

As a reader, in
hindsight, serious
questions like this
help Adventists to
maintain a critical
consciousness to
honor the legacy of
the Reformation.



section, contributors portrayed how
these traditions influenced ecclesi-
ology (i.e., the Lord’s Supper, liturgy,
and church governance), soteriology,
hamartiology, religious freedom, and
social engagement of Seventh-day
Adventists.

The essay of Charles Scriven
(239-249), which focuses on James
William McClendon, a systematic
thinker for Neo-Anabaptism, explored
four leverage points for renewal and
transformation in Adventism. Scriven
argues that McClendon’s corrective
or transformational understanding
of theology and his practical under-
standing of doctrine demonstrate that
doctrine is both content and practice.
If rightly conceived, it aids community
(church) transformation.

The last part of Perceptions of the
Protestant Reformation in Seventh-
day Adventism is an apt portrayal of
the impact of the Reformation on
Adventism using historical case stud-
ies. Woodrow Whidden's exposition
(253-262) on the 1888 Minneapolis
Conference draws readers’ atten-
tion to the role of Ellen and James
White’s predilections of sola Christus
and sola Scriptura. Johannes Hartlapp
(263-286) explored Ludwig Richard
Conradi's one-sided understanding of
Luther's Reformation, which focused
exclusively on the biblical prophecies
of Daniel and Revelation in addition to
the perspective of Sabbath observance
rather than on the core concepts of
sola gratia, sola fide, or sola Christus.

Gilbert Valentine (287-309) dem-
onstrates how the perceptions of the
sixteenth-century reformers and the
forensic emphasis on justification
provoked and shaped the debates of
the meaning of righteousness by faith
that rocked Adventism from 1960 to
1978. Finally, Pohler's concluding essay
and pastoral reflection (311-318) asks
whether Adventists are the “Heirs of
the Reformation.” The answer accord-
ing to Pohler is a straightforward yes.
“However, upon closer examination,
additional questions arise that cannot

be answered as easily by a simple
Yes or No” (312). Why? The reason
is that Adventists have not adopted
everything the Reformers believed or
taught. Take, for example, the teaching
on eternal hellfire and the practice of
infant baptism.

Hence Pohler thinks a reformula-
tion of the question will make more
sense: “Are Seventh-day Adventists in
agreement with the key biblical insights
and fundamental theological con-
cerns of the Protestant Reformation?”
Adventist self-understanding claims
the obvious. With this claim, more
questions follow: “Can Adventists
deliver what they claim? Do they
actually live up to the principles and
insights of the Reformation?”

As a reader, in hindsight, serious
questions like this help Adventists to
maintain a critical consciousness to
honor the legacy of the Reformation.
For, as Pohler pleads, the “church needs
to continually (re)focus its attention on
the center of divinely revealed truth”
(317) by embodying the spirit of the
Reformers.

Fresh insights on the Reformation
from an Adventist perspective with
case studies are offered. However, | do
not think the case studies given suffice
for a venture of this nature. In addition,
fresh expression of Adventism in the
Global South demands that a book
of this kind include African, Asian,
and South American perspectives.
However, several of the contributors
come from America and Europe.

Although Perceptions of the
Protestant Reformation in Seventh-day
Adventism is not popular reading, it
should be read especially by seminary
students, pastors, theologians, and
scholars. Rolf Pohler deserves com-
mendation for bringing these scholars
together and for this notable contribu-
tion to Adventism. !

—Reviewed by Chigemezi-Nnadozie Wogu, a
research associate at the Institute of Adventist
Studies, Friedensau Adventist University, Méckern,
Germany.
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PRACTICAL POINTERS

10-point Foundation For
church success

ome years ago, a church in

California experienced a tremen-

dous revival and reformation.
The church grew from 200 members
to 630 in five years. Almost 200 new
believers were added through baptism.
So, the bulk of the growth was not
simply membership transfers. Tithe
giving increased five times—the church
could support 10 pastors at the time
although it had only one—and offer-
ings increased 10-fold. The budget for
church ministries went up 15-fold. And
78 percent of the church members
were involved in some type of ministry!
Most churches experience maybe 10 or
15 percent lay ministry involvement,
and that from active members, which
is typically only 30-40 percent of the
total book membership.!

The pastor had focused on three
nonnegotiable activities: (1) the study
of God's Word, (2) prayer—a lot of
prayer, and (3) evangelistic outreach.
But the changes in the church were
so remarkable that it seemed hard to
explain. Imagine how surprised the
pastor was when he saw the activi-
ties his church was engaged in were
reflected in Testimonies for the Church,
volume 7!2 So here's the 10-point-
foundation for his church’s success:

More attention to the lost. Nine-

tenths of our efforts should be on
behalf of the lost, not the members.
“Cod has withheld His blessings™
because we have ignored this priority. If
work for nonmembers were to become
the main focus, we could expect great
progress.

Less time with the church. As soon
as a new church is organized and
the members set at work, “then the

30 Ministrye

minister is to pass on to other equally
important fields.”s Members should
befriend their neighbors, spend time
with them in their homes meeting
their needs, and, in quiet humility,
point them to Christ.

More need for short sermons.
Sabbath sermons are fitting as
long as they do not weary the saints
and are full of life and the love of Cod.

Less need for many sermons. A

sermon is not needed every
Sabbath; one can have testimonies of
personal outreach. Members should
share “of blessings received because
of blessings imparted™ to those not
yet converted.

More need for teaching than preach-

ing. The greatest help for members
would be teaching them how to work
for God instead of depending on
the pastor. “Let the minister devote
more of his time to educating than
to preaching. Let him [or her] teach
the people how to give to others the
knowledge they have received.”

Less attention to the conflicts.

Constantly focusing on conflict
resolution makes for weak churches.
Many pastors and churches make the
mistake of giving too much attention
to resolving conflicts between mem-
bers. That is a strategy by Satan to
keep the church distracted because
as soon as a church is “set right,” the
process has to begin all over again.

More patience in work. We need

to work with Christlike patience,
seeking to encourage others and loving
those who are outside the church.
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Less internal focus. Missional small

groups should be formed for out-
reach as well as membership care. A
fundamental mistake is to establish
small groups that have no intention
to reach out.

More persistence in prayer. Earnest
prayer should be made for unbe-
lievers. Two or three members should
gather together “and plead with God
for the salvation of some special one.”

1 Less members, more disciples.

New converts can become
powerful soul winners right away. New
converts should not be held back from
the work of ministry. If they are filled
with the power of God, they will do
good work for the church.

The church in California had fer-
vent and frequent sessions of prayer.
They had active small groups; there
were testimonies of Cod's goodness
every Sabbath; the focus of the church
was toward the lost, not the saints;
there was a real openness for ministry
training; and the church began planting
a second church. The closer pastors
and churches follow these counsels,
the more success they can expect in
their local church. %!

1 Aversion of this column was first published in the
Church Ministry Newsletter of the Northern
Asia-Pacific Division, March 2019.

See Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church, vol. 7
(Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1948),
18-22.

White, Testimonies, vol. 7, 18.

White, Testimonies, vol. 7, 18.

White, Testimonies, vol. 7, 18.

White, Testimonies, vol. 7, 20.

White, Testimonies, vol. 7, 21.
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