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P E R S P E C T I V E S

Siroj Sorajjakool

A c a d e m i a ,  t h e  S a b b a t h ,  a n d  t h e   

Note: This article is slightly adapted from a presen-
tation at the Seventh International Scholars Conference 
(7ISC) in Bandung, Indonesia, in October 2019. The con-
ference was organized by Universitas Advent Indonesia 
[Indonesian Adventist University] (UNAI), Universitas 
Klabat [Klabat Adventist University] (Unklab), Advent-
ist University of the Philippines (AUP), and Asia-Pacific 
International University (AIU) under the theme “Knowl-
edge Creation In 4.0 Industrial Age.” Taking place pre-
COVID-19 and OpenAI’s release of ChatGPT, the perspec-
tive shared reminds Adventist educators of the central 
purpose of Adventist education amidst changing eco-
nomic, philosophical, social, and political tides.  

 
preliminary exploration of the implications of 
the theology of the Sabbath in the rapidly chang-
ing world impacted by the Fourth Industrial Rev-
olution is essential for Adventist edu cation in 

Southeast Asia. This region, like many parts of the 
world, has gone through a significant philosophical, cul-
tural, linguistic, economic, and political transformation 
during the colonial era of the 19th century and its sub-
sequent development. Major changes initiated during this 
period have left deep imprints in our collective psyche. 
The worldview of the industrial world has transformed 
our everyday lives via our educational system.  

As we look forward to the world of digital rev-
olution, the world that moves at unprecedented speed, 
the theology of the Sabbath invites us to pause and re-
flect on what it means to be human, created in God’s 

image, in the world where our identity and values are 
measured through numeric quantification. How can we, 
as Christian educators, resist the dominant discourse 
that sees humans as homo economicus [economic per-
son]? How can we assist those within our demographics 
with knowledge and skills to live through these rapidly 
changing times rooted in digital cosmology so that we 
can live meaningfully, realigning humanity with the 
image of God in this new Industrial Age?   

 
Questions  

The biblical narrative in Genesis 1 describes God’s 
magnificent creation from the void to the beautiful eco-
logical system with humans as guardians of the earth. 
Genesis 1:31 says: “Then God saw everything that He 
had made, and indeed it was very good” (NKJV).1 In 
Genesis 2, God rested and beheld the beauty of His cre-
ation. In my mind’s eye, I imagine this scenario: After 
a few thousand years passed and while beholding His 
creation, God exclaimed: “Who stole My cloud?” I 
imagine the angels replied, “Google did.” 

“And how come people are not talking to one 
another?” God asked. And the angels replied: “They 
text and chat through Facebook and Line2 and Whats -
App, Lord.”  

“And why is it that humans no longer till the land 
for food and nourishment?” The angels replied, “Jeff 
Bezos of Amazon.com uses drones for delivery, or 
they call Grab Food instead, Lord.” 

And, I imagine God could no longer rest on the Sab-
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bath, grieving the loss of His creation because humans 
are now living not in created reality but in virtual re-
ality. They are no longer in touch with God’s creation. 
The scenario might seem light and humorous;          
however, it speaks to the times we find ourselves liv-
ing in Asia and many other parts of the world. 

 
The Initial Impact of the Industrial Revolution 

On April 18–25, 1955, the first large-scale Asian-   
African Conference was held in Bandung, Indonesia.3 
The delegates to the conference represented 54 percent 
of the world’s population. The question they were ad-
dressing was how to find a post-colonial method to 
move forward as nations. Ho-
wever, the Thai delegate to the 
Bandung Conference, Prince Wan, 
under the leadership of Prime 
Minister Pibul Songgram, had a 
different concern: national secu-
rity.4  

Caught within the geopolitics 
of two political ideologies post-
World War II, Thailand was des-
ignated a buffer country by the 
United States to prevent the spec-
ulated domino effect as Com-
munism spread across Southeast 
Asia. Industrial development was 
the preventive strategy. In the 
early 1960s, Field Marshall Sarit 
Thanarat (a Thai general) wel-
comed a massive amount of 
monetary foreign aid, knowledge, 
policies, and other scientific inter-
ventions in the name of national 
and regional security.  

The vast geographical land-
scape and its people were transformed. However, the 
impressive increase in gross domestic product (GDP) 
cannot account for significant changes in the lives of 
the vast majority—from subsistence living to monetary 
dependency. In his book The Growth Delusion, David 
Pilling writes: 

“Economic growth has become a fetish, a proxy for 
everything we are supposed to care about and an altar 
on which we are prepared to sacrifice all. In pursuit 
of growth, we are told, we may have to work longer 
hours, slash public services, accept greater inequality, 
give up our privacy, and let ‘wealth-creating’ bankers 
have free rein.”5 Pilling continues, “Only in economics 
is endless expansion seen as a virtue. In biology it is 
called cancer.”6  

Historically, the people tilled the soil and produced 

food for nourishment. Development stepped in and said, 
“You did it all wrong.” Polyculture must be replaced by 
monoculture.7 Instead of producing crops for consump-
tion, you need to produce food in massive amounts 
through our scientifically proven fertilizer, our superior 
pesticides, and our genetically modified seeds. Sell them 
in exchange for money and buy food. The people said, 
but we already have food from our labor. The dominant 
discourse responded with imperative disapproval. You 
must produce food and sell your food so that you can 
buy your food. And the policies were put in place to 
support the industrialization of the nation. Soon, we 
were a part of the Asian Economic Tigers. But the 

people lost their land with incurred 
debt. Massive migration occurred 
among young men and women, 
leaving children and older adults in 
rural villages. Families started falling 
apart in the name of progress and 
modernization. People flocked to-
ward money to survive, resulting in 
over-saturated urbanization.8 For ex-
ample, in 2017, the accumulated 
farmers’ debt stood at 2.8 trillion 
baht.9 

Our educational curriculum is 
designed for an industrial world 
under the domination of scientific 
cosmology and technology. Jon 
Jandai, a Thai advocate for an 
agrarian lifestyle, once said, “When 
I saw a child walking into a school, 
I saw that child entering a fac-
tory.”10 Our educational system is 
not designed for sustainable agrar-
ian living. David Pilling noted that 
for thousands of years, there was 

no push for high yield and high productivity from 
within the agriculture economies. The Industrial Rev-
olution changed everything.11  

 
The Impact of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

But that was our history, as the people on the mar-
gin have negotiated the industrial revolution in Thai-
land since the early 1960s. What will the Fourth In-
dustrial Rev o lution bring?  

We know the world is changing very rapidly. But 
how it will transpire in the future world is left to spec-
ulation. We know that big data will direct the market, 
and Big Brother is watching our every step, tracking 
the movements that we have left through our digital 
footprint. We know artificial intelligence (AI) will re-
place various forms of labor, and knowledge will be 

We know that    
big data will direct 
the market, and 
Big Brother  is 
watching our 
every step, track-
ing the move-
ments that          
we have left 
through our digital          
footprint.
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made readily available through technology. We also 
know that because GDP has come to define success, 
education has been forced to serve the labor market 
for her existence. It comes down to food on the table, 
but the route is via convoluted virtual reality that we 
must navigate.  

Soon, our identity will be further reduced from GDP 
to a digital unit in the ocean of data, and an algorithm 
will determine the value of our lives. We will create 
an algorithm that, in the end, will have a life of its 
own, and this creation will, in turn, create us in her 
image.12 Yuval Harari projected that in the future, we 
will even ask algorithms who we should marry: John 
or Paul? And Google will respond: “‘Well, I know you 
from the day you were born. I have read all your e-
mails, recorded all your phone calls, and know your 
favorite films, your DNA, and the entire biometric his-
tory of your heart. I have exact data about each date 
you went on, and I can show you second-by-second 
graphs of your heart rate, blood pressure, and sugar 

levels whenever you went on a date with John or Paul. 
And, naturally enough, I know them as well as I know 
you. Based on all this information, on my superb al-
gorithms, and on decades’ worth of statistics about 
millions of relationships—I advise you to go with 
John, with an 87 percent probability of being more sat-
isfied with him in the long run.’”13 

Concluding his book Homo Deus, Harari asks, 
“What is more valuable, intelligence or consciousness? 
What will happen to society, politics, and daily life 
when non-conscious but highly intelligent algorithms 
know us better than we know ourselves?”14  

The answer is in the famous Socratic quote, “Know 
thyself.” Harari argues: “In the end, it’s a simple em-
pirical question. As long as you have greater insight 
and self-knowledge than the algorithms, your choices 
will still be superior and you will keep at least some 
authority in your hands. If the algorithms nevertheless 
seem poised to take over, it is mainly because most 
human beings hardly know themselves at all.”15 

 

Soon, our identity will 

be further reduced 

from GDP to a digital 

unit in the ocean of 

data, and an algorithm 

will determine the 

value of our lives. We 

will create an algo-

rithm that, in the end, 

will have a life of its 

own, and this creation 

will, in turn, create us 

in her image.
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The Sabbath and Seventh-day Adventist Educational 
System 

We all remember Mr. Anderson (Neo) in The Matrix 
because of his bullet-dodging skills like no other. But 
that was because he had the code that enabled him to 
see the Matrix. While Neo had the red pill and a 
heavily wired machine to help him uncode the Matrix, 
we have the Sabbath. As Seventh-day Adventist edu-
cational institutions, while we prepare students to be 
competent for the future world of technology, we re-
turn again and again to God’s creation. We return 
every week. Weekly, we are reminded of our creature-
liness, our finiteness. Weekly, we are reminded of the 
created reality versus virtual reality. Weekly, we are 
reminded repeatedly of the difference between virtual 
reality and created reality and the values implied in 
both systems.  

While the advancement of technology in the world 
of dataism16 and algorithms defines our value through 
production and contributions to GDP, the Sabbath re-
minds us that our worthiness depends on the fact that 
we are God’s handiwork. I believe this is a vital role 
for us as Adventist educational institutions. While we 
prepare students to be competent in the coming tech-
nologically advanced reality, we offer another reality 
with a fresh set of values and a value system rested in 
the uniqueness of our individual selves as God’s crea-
tures. And in our everyday interactions, we keep re-
minding others that they are not a unit of measurement 
but a created reality in God’s hand. In the world of da-
taism, we assert individualism. In the world of algo-
rithms, we assert creationism. We become the new 
Kierkegardian theological revolution in the world of 
modern Hegelian absolutism. This becomes the emerg-
ing role of Adventist education—the dispensing of 
knowledge through incarnated interactions that remind 
others of the true measure of the self. The Sabbath 
helps us see through the Matrix. Through this lens, we 
resist treating students as numbers, but we keep val-
idating them through the eyes of God. The Sabbath, as 
a constant reminder of Creation, is also a symbol of re-
sistance toward the dominant discourse. Walter Brueg -
geman, in Sabbath as Resistance, wrote: “In our own 
contemporary context of the rat race of anxiety, the 
celebration of Sabbath is an act of both resistance and 
alternative. It is resistance because it is a visible insis-
tence that our lives are not defined by the production 
and consumption of commodity goods.”17 

And through the Sabbath, we rediscover the cloud, 
and human relationship, and we till the land for sus-
tainability while writing algorithms and analyzing data 
so as to be that light in the world of virtual reality.   ✐
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