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by Shawn Brace

One of the most heralded and influential theologians

in nineteenth-century America was a man by the name

of Charles Hodge. He taught at Princeton Theological
Seminary in New Jersey, one of America’s most important
schools of divinity, and was an architect of the so-called
“Princeton theology.” An “Old School” Presbyterian who
didn’t care for the revivalism that swept over America in
the nineteenth century, Hodge was devoted to classic
Calvinism and had a deep suspicion of and disdain for
novel theology and religious expression.

Of all the things Hodge wrote and said, however, one
passing statement, shared in 1872 at the fiftieth anniver-
sary of his professorship at Princeton, has captivated my
imagination the most. Looking back at his long tenure at
the seminary, which began just a decade after its founding,
Hodge boasted, without a hint of irony or embarrassment,
that “Princeton had never been charged with originating

a new idea.”

While perhaps given to a bit of hyperbole, Hodge viewed
this as a badge of honor, of course. As a dyed-in-the-wool
conservative, who believed it was his mission to preserve
and defend the great verities that the Reformers had
uncovered in the sixteenth century, Hodge looked with
incredible suspicion at theological innovation.

I’d like to say that Adventism in the twenty-first century
would not align with Charles Hodge. But I wonder.

Ironically, it was in this precise setting that Adventism
arose. And their theological approach was diametrically
opposed to Hodge’s. Just about every theological idea
the small Advent movement recovered—from the
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the law” (Romans 13:10 NKJV). The preacher pressed his
point home, “If the keeping of the law is love, then all our
talk about the law, the law, the law, is clueless and blind,
because righteousness is love!”

The fruit of the Spirit is the real
antitypical fulfillment of the law.

I walked away from the scene stunned as the meaning of
his sermon hit home. Painfully, I realized my hypocrisy. It
meant that my baptism, my knowledge, my condemnation
of other denominations didn’t make me a Christian—only
the evidence of the fruit of the Spirit could do that. As it
says in 1 Corinthians 13:2 (CSB), “If I have the gift of
prophecy and understand all mysteries and all knowledge,
and if I have all faith so that I can move mountains but

do not have love, I am nothing.” My faith was powerless
because I had viewed the very nature of God as “cheesy.”

Since those days, I have asked congregations, “What is
righteousness?” And their answers were always the same,
“the keeping of the law.” My heart aches at the many
times I have heard in Sabbath schools, “All Christians
ever talk about is ‘love, love, love’; we need to get back to
the ‘truth’!” But doctrine is cold comfort when you’re in
a nursing home and no one visits you. Doctrine is cold
comfort for a child who needs a father. Doctrine is cold
comfort when your boss is a tyrant and your responsibili-
ties to family give you no option but to stay.

People need more from life than platitudes. They need
Jesus. If I truly loved the “law of God” as I claimed, then

I should have also been obsessed with “love,” because that
is what it means to keep the law. As it says in James 1:27
(TVB), Real, true religion from God the Father’s perspec-
tive is about caring for the orphans and widows who suffer
needlessly ... Needless suffering. Interesting word—need-
less. It means it doesn’t have to be that way.
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I slowly came to realize that righteousness wasn’t some-
thing special, apart from normal life, above the “com-
mon.” Holiness had become an idol for me, as though it
was the vehicle to God, rather than a gift from Him. The
Truth I needed to “get back to” was Jesus. His life of love
and sacrifice are the fulfillment of the truth! For He is the
Truth (John 14:6).

Therefore, when a parent doesn’t yell and shame their

kid when they mess up, they have performed a holy act.
Instead, they come alongside their child, and with patient
kindness, show them a better way. They are being like
Jesus. The one who is closest to God is the mother that
wakes up at 2 a.m. to lovingly feed her screaming child.
Or the parent who works a 50-hour week doing a job they
hate so their kids are provided for. And then when they get
home, they love on their children, instead of drinking their
troubles away. That is what real righteousness and charac-
ter look like, because it is done in the Spirit’s fruit of love.

Need proof? Here is the biblical “here a little, there a
little” formula:

God is righteous (Deuteronomy 32:3-4) and
The law is righteous (Psalms 119:75-76)

+

God is love (1 John 4:7-8) and The fulfillment
of law is love (Rom 13:8-10; Gal 5:13-14)

If God and the law are righteous, and God and
the law are love, then Righteousness is Love!

Just imagine if Adventism was known for its love! If when
people spoke of us, they didn’t automatically think, “Oh,
the vegetarians,” or, “Oh, the Ellen G. White thing.” What
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These principles—and questions and challenges—also
apply to our lives beyond the church and our witness

in the wider world. Some years ago, the then Australian
Attorney General made headlines and sparked public dis-
cussion when he made a speech to the national parliament
in which he asserted that people should have the “right

to be bigots.” He was speaking in the context of debat-
ing possible limits on freedom of speech, particularly in
considering how that speech might hurt or harm others. It
was awkward for some to have this question put so blunt-
ly, even if in supporting that right. But there are certainly
those among the Christian community who consider
being considered a bigot a badge of honor.

Even as we might defend the principles of freedom, we
must also recognize that the unbridled exercise of some of
these freedoms are not without consequences. Whether in
our churches, families, or communities, what we say mat-
ters and how we listen and respond matters. This is as true
for our neighbor down the street or that mother sitting
along the pew or the faceless person you are arguing with
on social media. We might insist on our freedom to speak,
but others will be equally free to dismiss us as jerks or
bigots. Sometimes we and they might both be right—but
by virtue of them being right, we are wrong.

When we resort to the language of rights and freedoms to
defend what we might say or how we respond to people
around us and among us, we have probably already lost
the debate, even if only by turning it into a debate. We
are called to live beyond the law, above insisting on our
freedom of expression, laying down the verse-cudgels of
the culture wars. Instead, we offer an alternative vision
for life, for community, for well-being and seek to live it
out in our churches and in the world around us: “But the
Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against these
things!” (Galatians 5:22, 23, NLT).

We might have the right to speak, freedom to insist on
our view of the world and how we think it should be, but
we have the greater responsibility to love, the calling to
kindness and the practices of faithfulness, gentleness, and
self-control. If we focus more on these, we will not only
change our attitude to the world around us, but, it seems
will also transform the environment of our churches.
Them is us; they are we. That should require us to
re-imagine and reformat our churches and communities,
and rethink some of our assumptions, even some of how
we have formed and expressed our theology in the past.
But there’s no law against that.

Nathan Brown is a writer and editor at Signs Publishing near
Melbourne, Australia. His Christmas devotional book Advent: Hearing
the Good News in the Story of Jesus' Birth is great for seasonal reading
and gifting. Email him at: nathanbrown@signspublishing.com.au
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