
Smuts van Rooyen is not only a well-known  
preacher, but also a psychologist and theologian who has 
been present at many of the junctures for change in the 
modern Adventist church.

Born and raised in South Africa, he became a Seventh-
day Adventist at the age of 12 and later attended Helderberg 
College, where he met his wife, Arlene Moore. He earned 
both an M.Div. and a Ph.D. at Andrews University in 
Michigan. Half of his 40-year ministry has been in 
pastoring and the other half in teaching at Adventist 
institutions of higher learning, including Southern 
Adventist University, Helderberg College, and Andrews 
University. After siding with Desmond Ford at the time 
of Glacier View, he lost his ministerial credentials, which 
weren’t restored until 1990. He then pastored churches in 
Riverside and in Glendale, California. Now he lives in San 
Luis Obispo, where he continues to write and speak.

All across America, Christians are struggling with how 
their churches should treat gay, lesbian, and transsexual 
people. In this interview, Adventist Today Editor Loren 
Seibold talks to Dr. van Rooyen about how Christians use 
the Bible to support views on race and homosexuality, and 
how change happens in the church.

LOREN SEIBOLD: What was your attitude toward people of 
other races as you grew up in South Africa?

Smuts van Rooyen: I had what I would now 
call a condescending affection for people of color. 
Josephine, our Bantu servant, worked in our home 
for 17 years before she died from a botched backstreet 
abortion. We mourned her death, but we’d never 
celebrated her life. She and her two children, Violet 
and Jessie, occupied a room in our backyard next to 
the coal shed. I felt affection for these good people, but 
I never dreamed that any of them had aspirations for 
a better life. In my immature view, they had their place 
that was defined by the Bible and our cultural beliefs.

Our terrible sin was that we never allowed their 
lives to blossom, never encouraged them to “go for it,” 

never saw that they were created in the image of God as we 
were, or that we benefited from the deprivation we caused 
them.

SEIBOLD: One thing you just said may surprise some: that 
South Africa’s institutionalized racism was a theology, 
supported by Bible texts and taught from Christian pulpits. 

van Rooyen: Racist South African Christians used 
the Scriptures to justify their right to be separate and 
superior. The state received moral and theological backing 
for its apartheid policies from the Dutch Reformed 
Church (DRC).

One proof-text used by the DRC was Acts 17:26, where 
the apostle Paul said of God, “From one man he made 
all the nations, that should inhabit the whole earth; and 
he marked out their appointed times in history and the 
boundaries of their lands” (NIV). This was used as a 
theology for the separation of ethnic groups. 
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When the Lord saw the Tower of Babel going up, he 
said: “If as one people speaking the same language they 
have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will 
be impossible for them. Come, let us go down and confuse 
their language so they will not understand each other” 
(Gen. 11:6-7, NIV). So God was responsible for both the 
separation of races and the misunderstandings between 
them, they argued, and he intended it to remain that way.

That white people would be superior in this relationship 
came from the story of Noah’s three sons, Shem, Ham 
and Japheth (Gen. 9:18-27), from whom “came the people 
scattered across the earth” (verse 19, NIV). Ham found his 

father drunk and naked, and he treated him disrespectfully. 
For this he was cursed to be “the lowest of slaves” to his 
brothers (verse 25, NIV). This has been widely interpreted 
to mean that the descendants of Ham were the dark-
skinned races, and their curse was to serve white people.

Similarly, the DRC claimed biblical support for purity 
of the white race from Numbers 25, which says that the 
nation of Israel was cursed with a deadly plague when 
their men were seduced into sex with Moabite women. 
The plague ended only when the high priest’s son drove 
his spear right through a mixed couple indulging their 
desires. This was said to show that white and dark were 
not to have intimate relationships.

An Adventist pastor used Daniel 2, which said that the 
clay and the iron in the feet of the image would never stay 
mixed (verse 43), to show that God had predetermined racial 

separation. He also nullified Paul’s argument in Galatians 
3:28 that “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave 
nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus” by insisting that the text held true only for those 
who are in Christ, not for society in general.

SEIBOLD: Many Christians in the United States say that 
homosexuality is also against the Bible’s teaching. Some have 
argued that homosexuality should be outlawed and punished, 
but that even if it is legal, Christians who oppose it shouldn’t 
be required to give fair treatment to homosexuals. This came 
into focus in a congressional bill called the Equality Act (HR5) 
that legislates full and fair treatment of LGBT+ individuals.

van Rooyen: There are indeed similarities between the 
two situations. Both racists and those who oppose LGBT+ 
people use the Bible as an armory and not as a medicine 
chest. I’m surprised more American Christians don’t 
see the similarity when they argue that the civil rights of 
homosexual people needn’t be protected. Would they say 
the same thing of black people?

SEIBOLD: We hear “clobber texts” used against homosexual 
people or those who have differing gender identities—passages 
such as Genesis 19, Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, Romans 1:26-
27, 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, and 1 Timothy 1:10. What is your 
response to this biblical anti-gay theology? 

van Rooyen: It’s notable to me that although Jesus 
discussed sex, he never discussed homosexuality. He never 
condemned it, although he had the opportunity to do so. 

If you go beyond simple proof-texting, you’ll see that 
what the Bible authors opposed is homosexuality as a 
means of idol worship. Pagan gods were fertility gods. Sex 
in these settings was an act of worship. The temples kept 
male and female prostitutes for the convenience of the 
worshippers. Every reference to homosexuality in the Bible 
has to do with pagan worship, not to loving, monogamous, 
and faithful persons who seek to live out the implications of 
the gospel as a faithful heterosexual couple would.

I was able to go beyond mere 
intellectual assent to the doctrine 
of civil rights, all the way to the 
genuine love of a person of color.
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Even the conservative scholar Helmut Thielicke, after 
discussing all of the relevant texts, concluded in his 
Theological Ethics, “There is not the slightest excuse for 
maligning the constitutional homosexual morally or 
theologically.” I would also suggest The Good Book by Peter 
Gomes as a place to learn more.

SEIBOLD: Don’t we run the risk of playing games with the 
Bible text, trying to justify what we want to believe? 

van Rooyen: The Dutch Reformed Church theologians 
said the same thing about those who fought against 
racism. The hard truth is that virtually none of us accept 
everything that is in the Bible. Take the trial by ordeal as 
described in Numbers 5:11-31, where a woman who is 
suspected of unfaithfulness by her jealous husband must 
drink a concoction of dirt swept from the temple floor 
mixed with water to prove her innocence—if she gets sick, 
she is guilty. Our courts use rules of evidence, not the 
ingestion of filth, to determine guilt or innocence.

Nor do we subscribe to being governed by either 
priests or kings. Democracy is Christians’ favorite form 
of governance, although it is not found in the Bible. We 
wear clothes made of more than one fiber, and we find 
mules useful, although in the Bible both were prohibited 
(Lev. 19:19). We reject all slavery outright, even though the 
Israelites were permitted to buy and trade slaves as long as 
they came from other nations (Lev. 25:44-46).

Don’t get me wrong: I live my life marinated in the 
Scriptures. My grouse is not with the Bible, but with 
literalists who claim they accept everything in the Word 
but do not want to admit that they, too, use their reasoning 
powers to interpret the Bible and pick and choose what 
they want to support and oppose.

SEIBOLD: What changed your attitude toward  
people with dark skin?

van Rooyen: I was asked to preach at the mostly black 
All Nations Fellowship Church in Hinsdale, Illinois, on 
a regular basis. Although I was still a heretic in the white 
Adventist community because of my association with 
Desmond Ford, this congregation joyfully took Arlene 
and me in. There I took the longest and most significant 
journey that grace can ever take: namely, the 12-inch 
distance from one’s head to one’s heart. I was able to go 
beyond mere intellectual assent to the doctrine of civil 

rights, all the way to the genuine love of a person of color.
Over a period of weeks, I’d told a series of children’s 

stories illustrating the Ten Commandments. One Sabbath I 
wanted to teach the children about the fifth commandment 
and always holding your parents in high esteem.

But the incident I had chosen to tell them was way 
bigger than my own soul could bear. I had massive—I 
think subconscious—unresolved issues with my alcoholic 
father and stepmother. I told how they had been 
disrespected on my brother’s wedding day by not being 
allowed to sit at the head table during the reception. Dad 
did not have a decent suit to wear, and there was a fear 
he’d show up tipsy. I said to the children, “Even if your 
mom and dad are sitting on the garbage dump, you still 
find something to respect in them.” I then called for the 
congregation to kneel for the morning prayer.

But when we knelt, I completely lost it. I cringed behind 
the pulpit and began to weep bitterly and uncontrollably. 
I was shaken to my core by a desperate, surfacing grief I 
did not understand and simply could not stop. Suddenly I 
felt an arm around my shoulders. It belonged to the black 
brother offering the prayer beside me. He’d seen my plight, 
entered my pain, and decided to protect me from public 
exposure with his prayer. He was determined to pray as 
long as it was going to take for me to compose myself. So 
his prayer wandered from pillar to post, across the planet, 
on and on until I finally subsided. In that protective act of 
grace, I felt his empathy, I felt his humanity. We were the 
same. And I loved him.

SEIBOLD: Is there a lesson here for  
understanding LGBT+ people?

van Rooyen: Absolutely! It is crucial to be with people 
if you want to understand them. There is so much more to 
LGBT+ people than the sexual component of their lives, 
and it’s wrong to define them by only that. I would not 
want to be defined by my heterosexual orientation alone. 
These are whole people we are speaking of. They laugh at 
our jokes, bleed when we cut them, and are moved by the 
Spirit as we are. We can never appreciate their humanity 
if we don’t associate with them. My lesbian daughter, for 
example, is an outstanding mother, a marvelous director 
of nurses, a committed wife of a gay woman, a spiritual 
being, and a great person to be with. I could not be more 
pleased with her than I am.
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SEIBOLD: From this vista in your life, how do you evaluate 
the argument that “My Christian faith says I am allowed 
to discriminate against gay people, because the Bible 
disapproves of them”? 

van Rooyen: I would respond by reminding the person 
who makes such an argument of the words of Jesus: “If you 
love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not 
even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only 
your own people, what are you doing more than others?” 
(Matt. 5:46-47, NIV).

We become mature (perfect) by treating others as 
indiscriminately as God does (verse 48). I would appeal 
to the words of Jesus, “And if anyone wants to sue you 
and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. If anyone 
forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles” (verses 
40-41, NIV). As a follower of Jesus, I’m sometimes called 
to compromise my legal rights. Maybe both sides could 

give a little. What if the baker said, “I’ll make this couple 
a beautiful cake to show the compassion of God to them, 
to show I do not reject them as people.” Or the gay couple 
could say, “If these folks won’t bake our cake for us, we are 
happy to find someone else who will.”

SEIBOLD: Do you think there’s a role for laws such as HR5 
to force us to do what Christianity says we should do with 
regard to LGBT+ people?

van Rooyen: I have great respect for the yearning of 
the LGBT+ community to secure their civil rights. I also 
treasure the religious liberty and the freedom of speech the 

Christian community must have. I have no idea how the 
Supreme Court will ultimately resolve this issue. To me, at 
present, the conflict feels like a Sophie’s Choice. How can I 
sacrifice either? I have a church that must be free to believe 
and to speak, and I have a daughter who is lesbian who 
must be free to live. Where is Solomon when we need him?

Yet God can use the secular state to prod us. The Civil 
Rights Act dragged the country kicking and screaming 
toward a more just treatment of black people, just as the 
end of apartheid did in South Africa. Sometimes the 
church, like a slow horse, needs a sharp slap to get it going.

South African Adventism did not give the apartheid 
government overt moral or theological backing, as the 
DRC did. Nor did it directly oppose the government, as 
the Methodists and Anglicans did. Instead it tolerated 
apartheid practices within its own structure, claiming that 
it did not want to obstruct the spread of the Third Angel’s 
Message by means of political involvement.

Yet congregations were separate, and white ministers 
were paid much more than were ministers of color. 
While Adventism grew among all the ethnic groups and 
did not suffer the drastic loss of membership the DRC 
experienced when apartheid collapsed, I would argue that 
we nonetheless erred by not standing for the right though 
the heavens fall, by not showing the world the God that 
Jesus knew.

SEIBOLD: Perhaps this is a problem of community.  
How hard is it to change community?  

van Rooyen: Change occurs in both an evolutionary 
and a revolutionary fashion. A community may 
experiment with truth slowly and over a long period, 
testing it to see if it bears up. Revolutionary change 
occurs when a society says: “Enough already! We can and 
we must do a different thing!” It’s as if an impulse that 
has been passing through deep ocean waters is finally 
confronted by a slope of ascending earth, forcing it to form 
a high cresting wave that crashes on the beach.

In South Africa, evolutionary change pushed through 
the sea of apartheid for centuries. Afrikaners moved 
from the land to the city, from being farmers (Boers) to 
industrial workers and business owners. Dutch Reformed 
Church members became Pentecostal. While before 
they’d been relatively uneducated, they began attending 
universities. They produced F. W. De Klerk, an Afrikaner 

Every reference to homosexuality 
in the Bible has to do with 
pagan worship, not to loving, 
monogamous, and faithful 
persons who seek to live out the 
implications of the gospel as a 
faithful heterosexual couple would.
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who said, “Enough already!” and freed Nelson Mandela from 
prison.

The Bantu people also changed. They left animism behind 
and became Christians. They learned English in addition to 
their own language. They moved to the cities. They produced 
educated leaders, lawyers and doctors, who entered the political 
debate and wrote a Freedom Charter that demanded a nonracial 
South Africa. They produced Nelson Mandela, who said: 
“Enough already! Let the revolution begin!”

Change in a community is slow until it reaches the 
revolutionary stage, when the time for an idea has come, when 

the wave crests and breaks with a crash. Then change is very 
difficult to stop.

Seventh-day Adventists are already caught in a revolutionary 
change system with regard to the ordination of women. The 
wave is hitting the beach. It is unstoppable. With LGBT+ 
people, we are still evolving. We need to get more information 
out there, challenge the fundamentalist way of interpreting the 
Scriptures, argue the cause more widely, and bring gay people 
into membership so that they have the full right of participation.

Although I understand why they might be reluctant, I wish 
LGBT+ folks were more overt in associating with other church 
members. Nothing is more powerful than the testimony of a gay 
believer who is living a Christlike life.

It will not be easy. Ours is a church in transition.

SEIBOLD: You’ve been one of the leading encouragers in our 
denomination for tapping into the power of God’s grace. How do we 
make use of grace in our efforts to become a community of diverse 
peoples?

van Rooyen: Justice gives someone what they lawfully 
deserve—what is rightfully theirs, such as civil rights. Grace 
goes beyond merely granting civil rights to making room 
for the other in one’s heart. Although both justice and grace 
are important, grace is often more effective in relationship 
problems, and certainly more fun. Even Christians seem to get 
grumpy around discussions of civil rights, perhaps because 
someone feels righteous and someone else feels accused. It’s 
hard to become a community while arguing about the law.

All Christians have received grace. In Philippians 2, Paul 
asks us to give to others what we’ve received: “Therefore if you 
have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any 
comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if 
any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by 
being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and 
of one mind” (verses 1-2, NIV).

Pentecost is the grand reversal of the separation, exclusivism, 
and superiority among peoples. It is by the Spirit that we 
hear others’ language and grasp a culture we have not before 
understood. Once we understand that, the awful tower of 
separation we have built crumbles. AT

God can use the secular state 
to prod us. The Civil Rights Act 
dragged the country kicking and 
screaming toward a more just 
treatment of black people, just as 
the end of apartheid did in South 
Africa. Sometimes the church, like  
a slow horse, needs a sharp slap  
to get it going.
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