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ON CHRISTIAN LOVE

INTRODUCTION

1. “God is love, and he who abides in love abidesin God, and God abidesin him” (1 Jn 4:16). These words
from the Eirst Letter of John express with remarkable clarity the heart of the Christian faith: the Christian

image of God and the resulting image of mankind and its destiny. In the same verse, Saint John also offers
akind of summary of the Christian life: “We have come to know and to believe in the love God has for us’.

We have come to believe in God's love: in these words the Christian can express the fundamental decision
of hislife. Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice or alofty idea, but the encounter with an
event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive direction. Saint John's Gospel describes that
event in these words: “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believesin him
should ... have eternadl life” (3:16). In acknowledging the centrality of love, Christian faith has retained the
core of Israel's faith, while at the same time giving it new depth and breadth. The pious Jew prayed daily
the words of the Book of Deuteronomy which expressed the heart of his existence: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord
our God isone Lord, and you shall love the Lord your God with al your heart, and with all your soul and
with all your might” (6:4-5). Jesus united into a single precept this commandment of love for God and the
commandment of love for neighbour found in the Book of Leviticus: *Y ou shall love your neighbour as
yourself” (19:18; cf. Mk 12:29-31). Since God has first loved us (cf. 1 Jn 4:10), love is now no longer a
mere “command”’; it is the response to the gift of love with which God draws near to us.

In aworld where the name of God is sometimes associated with vengeance or even a duty of hatred and
violence, this message is both timely and significant. For this reason, | wish in my first Encyclical to speak
of the love which God lavishes upon us and which we in turn must share with others. That, in essence, is
what the two main parts of this Letter are about, and they are profoundly interconnected. The first part is
more speculative, since | wanted here—at the beginning of my Pontificate—to clarify some essential facts
concerning the love which God mysteriously and gratuitously offers to man, together with the intrinsic link
between that Love and the reality of human love. The second part is more concrete, since it treats the
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ecclesial exercise of the commandment of love of neighbour. The argument has vast implications, but a
lengthy treatment would go beyond the scope of the present Encyclical. | wish to emphasize some basic
elements, so asto call forth in the world renewed energy and commitment in the human response to God's
love.

PART |

THE UNITY OF LOVE
IN CREATION
AND IN SALVATION HISTORY

A problem of language

2. God's love for us is fundamental for our lives, and it raises important questions about who God is and
who we are. In considering this, we immediately find ourselves hampered by a problem of language.
Today, theterm “love” has become one of the most frequently used and misused of words, a word to which
we attach quite different meanings. Even though this Encyclical will deal primarily with the understanding
and practice of love in sacred Scripture and in the Church's Tradition, we cannot simply prescind from the
meaning of the word in the different cultures and in present-day usage.

Let usfirst of al bring to mind the vast semantic range of the word “love’: we speak of love of country,
love of one's profession, love between friends, love of work, love between parents and children, love
between family members, love of neighbour and love of God. Amid this multiplicity of meanings, however,
onein particular stands out: |ove between man and woman, where body and soul are inseparably joined and
human beings glimpse an apparently irresistible promise of happiness. This would seem to be the very
epitome of love; all other kinds of love immediately seem to fade in comparison. So we need to ask: are al
these forms of love basically one, so that love, in its many and varied manifestations, is ultimately asingle
reality, or are we merely using the same word to designate totally different realities?

“Eros’ and*“ Agape’ — difference and unity

3. That love between man and woman which is neither planned nor willed, but somehow imposes itself
upon human beings, was called eros by the ancient Greeks. L et us note straight away that the Greek Old
Testament uses the word eros only twice, while the New Testament does not use it at all: of the three Greek
words for love, eros, philia (the love of friendship) and agape, New Testament writers prefer the last,
which occurs rather infrequently in Greek usage. As for the term philia, the love of friendship, it isused
with added depth of meaning in Saint John's Gospel in order to express the relationship between Jesus and
his disciples. The tendency to avoid the word eros, together with the new vision of love expressed through
the word agape, clearly point to something new and distinct about the Christian understanding of love. In
the critique of Christianity which began with the Enlightenment and grew progressively more radical, this
new element was seen as something thoroughly negative. According to Friedrich Nietzsche, Christianity
had poisoned eros, which for its part, while not completely succumbing, gradually degenerated into vice.[1]
Here the German philosopher was expressing a widely-held perception: doesn't the Church, with all her
commandments and prohibitions, turn to bitterness the most precious thing in life? Doesn't she blow the
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whistle just when the joy which is the Creator's gift offers us a happiness which isitself a certain foretaste
of the Divine?

4. But isthisthe case? Did Christianity really destroy eros? Let ustake alook at the pre- Christian world.
The Greeks—not unlike other cultures—considered eros principally as akind of intoxication, the
overpowering of reason by a“divine madness’ which tears man away from hisfinite existence and enables
him, in the very process of being overwhelmed by divine power, to experience supreme happiness. All
other powersin heaven and on earth thus appear secondary: “ Omnia vincit amor” says Virgil in the
Bucolics—Iove conquers all—and he adds: “ et nos cedamus amori” —Iet us, too, yield to love.[2] In the
religions, this attitude found expression in fertility cults, part of which was the “sacred” prostitution which
flourished in many temples. Eros was thus celebrated as divine power, as fellowship with the Divine.

The Old Testament firmly opposed this form of religion, which represents a powerful temptation against
monotheistic faith, combating it as a perversion of religiosity. But it in no way rejected eros as such; rather,
it declared war on awarped and destructive form of it, because this counterfeit divinization of eros actually
stripsit of its dignity and dehumanizesit. Indeed, the prostitutes in the temple, who had to bestow this
divine intoxication, were not treated as human beings and persons, but ssmply used as a means of arousing
“divine madness” : far from being goddesses, they were human persons being exploited. An intoxicated and
undisciplined eros, then, is not an ascent in “ecstasy” towards the Divine, but afall, a degradation of man.
Evidently, eros needs to be disciplined and purified if it isto provide not just fleeting pleasure, but acertain
foretaste of the pinnacle of our existence, of that beatitude for which our whole being yearns.

5. Two things emerge clearly from this rapid overview of the concept of eros past and present. First, there
isacertain relationship between love and the Divine: love promisesinfinity, eternity—areality far greater
and totally other than our everyday existence. Y et we have also seen that the way to attain this goal is not
simply by submitting to instinct. Purification and growth in maturity are called for; and these also pass
through the path of renunciation. Far from rejecting or “poisoning” eros, they heal it and restore its true
grandeur.

Thisisdue first and foremost to the fact that man is a being made up of body and soul. Man is truly himself
when his body and soul are intimately united; the challenge of eros can be said to be truly overcome when
this unification is achieved. Should he aspire to be pure spirit and to rgject the flesh as pertaining to his
animal nature alone, then spirit and body would both lose their dignity. On the other hand, should he deny
the spirit and consider matter, the body, as the only reality, he would likewise lose his greatness. The
epicure Gassendi used to offer Descartes the humorous greeting: “O Soul!” And Descartes would reply: “O
Flesh!” .[3] Yet it is neither the spirit alone nor the body alone that loves: it is man, the person, a unified
creature composed of body and soul, who loves. Only when both dimensions are truly united, does man
attain his full stature. Only thusis|love —eros—able to mature and attain its authentic grandeur.

Nowadays Christianity of the past is often criticized as having been opposed to the body; and it is quite true
that tendencies of this sort have always existed. Y et the contemporary way of exalting the body is
deceptive. Eros, reduced to pure “sex”, has become a commodity, a mere “thing” to be bought and sold, or
rather, man himself becomes a commodity. Thisis hardly man's great “yes’ to the body. On the contrary,
he now considers his body and his sexuality as the purely material part of himself, to be used and exploited
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at will. Nor does he see it as an arenafor the exercise of his freedom, but as a mere object that he attempts,
as he pleases, to make both enjoyable and harmless. Here we are actually dealing with a debasement of the
human body: no longer isit integrated into our overall existential freedom; no longer isit avital expression
of our whole being, but it is more or less relegated to the purely biological sphere. The apparent exaltation
of the body can quickly turn into a hatred of bodiliness. Christian faith, on the other hand, has always
considered man a unity in duality, areality in which spirit and matter compenetrate, and in which each is
brought to a new nobility. True, erostendsto rise “in ecstasy” towards the Divine, to lead us beyond
ourselves; yet for this very reason it calls for a path of ascent, renunciation, purification and healing.

6. Concretely, what does this path of ascent and purification entail? How might love be experienced so that
it can fully realize its human and divine promise? Here we can find a first, important indication in the Song
of Songs, an Old Testament book well known to the mystics. According to the interpretation generally held
today, the poems contained in this book were originally love-songs, perhaps intended for a Jewish wedding
feast and meant to exalt conjugal love. In this context it is highly instructive to note that in the course of the
book two different Hebrew words are used to indicate “love’. First there is the word dodim, aplural form
suggesting alove that is still insecure, indeterminate and searching. This comes to be replaced by the word
ahaba, which the Greek version of the Old Testament trans ates with the similar-sounding agape, which, as
we have seen, becomes the typical expression for the biblical notion of love. By contrast with an
indeterminate, “searching” love, this word expresses the experience of alove which involves area
discovery of the other, moving beyond the selfish character that prevailed earlier. Love now becomes
concern and care for the other. No longer isit self-seeking, a sinking in the intoxication of happiness;
instead it seeks the good of the beloved: it becomes renunciation and it is ready, and even willing, for
sacrifice.

It is part of love's growth towards higher levels and inward purification that it now seeks to become
definitive, and it does so in atwofold sense: both in the sense of exclusivity (this particular person alone)
and in the sense of being “for ever”. Love embraces the whole of existence in each of its dimensions,
including the dimension of time. It could hardly be otherwise, since its promise looks towards its definitive
god: love looksto the eternal. Love isindeed “ecstasy”, not in the sense of a moment of intoxication, but
rather as ajourney, an ongoing exodus out of the closed inward-looking self towards its liberation through
self-giving, and thus towards authentic self-discovery and indeed the discovery of God: “Whoever seeks to
gain hislifewill loseit, but whoever loses hislife will preserveit” (Lk 17:33), as Jesus says throughout the
Gospels (cf. Mt 10:39; 16:25; Mk 8:35; Lk 9:24; Jn 12:25). In these words, Jesus portrays his own path,
which leads through the Cross to the Resurrection: the path of the grain of wheat that falls to the ground
and dies, and in thisway bears much fruit. Starting from the depths of his own sacrifice and of the love that
reaches fulfilment therein, he also portrays in these words the essence of love and indeed of human life
itself.

7. By their own inner logic, these initial, somewhat philosophical reflections on the essence of love have
now brought us to the threshold of biblical faith. We began by asking whether the different, or even
opposed, meanings of the word “love’ point to some profound underlying unity, or whether on the contrary
they must remain unconnected, one alongside the other. More significantly, though, we questioned whether
the message of love proclaimed to us by the Bible and the Church's Tradition has some points of contact
with the common human experience of love, or whether it is opposed to that experience. Thisin turn led us
to consider two fundamental words: eros, as aterm to indicate “worldly” love and agape, referring to love
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grounded in and shaped by faith. The two notions are often contrasted as “ascending” love and
“descending” love. There are other, similar classifications, such as the distinction between possessive love
and oblative love (amor concupiscentiae —amor benevolentiae), to which is sometimes also added love that
seeks its own advantage.

In philosophical and theological debate, these distinctions have often been radicalized to the point of
establishing a clear antithesis between them: descending, oblative love—agape—would be typically
Christian, while on the other hand ascending, possessive or covetous |love —eros—would be typical of non-
Christian, and particularly Greek culture. Were this antithesis to be taken to extremes, the essence of
Christianity would be detached from the vital relations fundamental to human existence, and would become
aworld apart, admirable perhaps, but decisively cut off from the complex fabric of human life. Y et eros
and agape—ascending love and descending love—can never be completely separated. The more the two, in
their different aspects, find a proper unity in the one reality of love, the more the true nature of lovein
general isrealized. Even if erosis at first mainly covetous and ascending, a fascination for the great
promise of happiness, in drawing near to the other, it isless and less concerned with itself, increasingly
seeks the happiness of the other, is concerned more and more with the beloved, bestows itself and wants to
“be therefor” the other. The element of agape thus entersinto this love, for otherwise erosisimpoverished
and even loses its own nature. On the other hand, man cannot live by oblative, descending love alone. He
cannot always give, he must aso receive. Anyone who wishes to give love must also receive love as a gift.
Certainly, asthe Lord tells us, one can become a source from which rivers of living water flow (cf. Jn 7:37-
38). Y et to become such a source, one must constantly drink anew from the original source, which is Jesus
Christ, from whose pierced heart flows the love of God (cf. Jn 19:34).

In the account of Jacob's ladder, the Fathers of the Church saw this inseparable connection between
ascending and descending love, between eros which seeks God and agape which passes on the gift
received, symbolized in various ways. In that biblical passage we read how the Patriarch Jacob saw in a
dream, above the stone which was his pillow, aladder reaching up to heaven, on which the angels of God
were ascending and descending (cf. Gen 28:12; Jn 1:51). A particularly striking interpretation of thisvision
is presented by Pope Gregory the Great in his Pastoral Rule. He tells us that the good pastor must be rooted
in contemplation. Only in thisway will he be able to take upon himself the needs of others and make them
his own: “per pietatis viscera in se infirmitatem caeterorum transferat”.[4] Saint Gregory speaksin this
context of Saint Paul, who was borne aloft to the most exalted mysteries of God, and hence, having
descended once more, he was able to become all thingsto al men (cf. 2 Cor 12:2-4; 1 Cor 9:22). He also
points to the example of Moses, who entered the tabernacle time and again, remaining in dialogue with
God, so that when he emerged he could be at the service of his people. “Within [the tent] he is borne aloft
through contemplation, while without he is completely engaged in helping those who suffer: intus in
contemplationem rapitur, foris infirmantium negotiis urgetur.” [5]

8. We have thus come to an initial, albeit still somewhat generic response to the two questions raised
earlier. Fundamentally, “love’ isasingle reality, but with different dimensions; at different times, one or
other dimension may emerge more clearly. Y et when the two dimensions are totally cut off from one
another, the result is a caricature or at least an impoverished form of love. And we have also seen,
synthetically, that biblical faith does not set up a parallel universe, or one opposed to that primordial human
phenomenon which is love, but rather accepts the whole man; it intervenes in his search for love in order to
purify it and to reveal new dimensions of it. This newness of biblical faith is shown chiefly in two elements
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which deserve to be highlighted: the image of God and the image of man.
The newness of biblical faith

9. First, the world of the Bible presents us with a new image of God. In surrounding cultures, the image of
God and of the gods ultimately remained unclear and contradictory. In the development of biblical faith,
however, the content of the prayer fundamental to Israel, the Shema, became increasingly clear and
unequivocal: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God isone Lord” (Dt 6:4). Thereis only one God, the Creator of
heaven and earth, who is thus the God of all. Two facts are significant about this statement: all other gods
are not God, and the universe in which we live has its source in God and was created by him. Certainly, the
notion of creation isfound elsewhere, yet only here does it become absolutely clear that it is not one god
among many, but the one true God himself who is the source of al that exists; the whole world comesinto
existence by the power of his creative Word. Consequently, his creation is dear to him, for it was willed by
him and “made” by him. The second important element now emerges: this God loves man. The divine
power that Aristotle at the height of Greek philosophy sought to grasp through reflection, isindeed for
every being an object of desire and of love —and as the object of love this divinity moves the world[6]—
but in itself it lacks nothing and does not love: it is solely the object of love. The one God in whom Isragl
believes, on the other hand, loves with a personal love. His love, moreover, is an elective love: among all
the nations he chooses I srael and loves her—but he does so precisely with aview to healing the whole
human race. God loves, and his love may certainly be called eros, yet it is also totally agape.[7]

The Prophets, particularly Hosea and Ezekiel, described God's passion for his people using boldly erotic
images. God's relationship with Israel is described using the metaphors of betrothal and marriage; idolatry
is thus adultery and prostitution. Here we find a specific reference—as we have seen—to the fertility cults
and their abuse of eros, but also a description of the relationship of fidelity between Israel and her God. The
history of the love-relationship between God and Israel consists, at the deepest level, in the fact that he
gives her the Torah, thereby opening Isragl's eyes to man's true nature and showing her the path leading to
true humanism. It consists in the fact that man, through alife of fidelity to the one God, comes to
experience himself asloved by God, and discoversjoy in truth and in righteousness—a joy in God which
becomes his essential happiness: “Whom do | have in heaven but you? And there is nothing upon earth that
| desire besidesyou ... for meit isgood to be near God” (Ps 73 [72]:25, 28).

10. We have seen that God's eros for man is also totally agape. Thisis not only because it is bestowed in a
completely gratuitous manner, without any previous merit, but also because it is love which forgives. Hosea
above all shows us that this agape dimension of God's love for man goes far beyond the aspect of gratuity.
Israel has committed “adultery” and has broken the covenant; God should judge and repudiate her. It is
precisely at this point that God is revealed to be God and not man: “How can | give you up, O Ephraim!
How can | hand you over, O Isradl! ... My heart recoils within me, my compassion grows warm and tender.
| will not execute my fierce anger, | will not again destroy Ephraim; for | am God and not man, the Holy
Oneinyour midst” (Hos 11:8-9). God's passionate love for his people—for humanity—is at the same time
aforgiving love. It isso great that it turns God against himself, his love against hisjustice. Here Christians
can see adim prefigurement of the mystery of the Cross: so great is God's love for man that by becoming
man he follows him even into death, and so reconciles justice and love.
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The philosophical dimension to be noted in this biblical vision, and its importance from the standpoint of
the history of religions, lies in the fact that on the one hand we find ourselves before a strictly metaphysical
image of God: God is the absolute and ultimate source of al being; but this universal principle of creation—
the Logos, primordial reason—is at the same time alover with al the passion of atrue love. Erosisthus
supremely ennobled, yet at the same time it is so purified as to become one with agape. We can thus see
how the reception of the Song of Songs in the canon of sacred Scripture was soon explained by the idea that
these love songs ultimately describe God's relation to man and man's relation to God. Thus the Song of
Songs became, both in Christian and Jewish literature, a source of mystical knowledge and experience, an
expression of the essence of biblical faith: that man can indeed enter into union with God—his primordial
aspiration. But this union is no mere fusion, a sinking in the nameless ocean of the Divine; it isaunity
which creates love, a unity in which both God and man remain themselves and yet become fully one. As
Saint Paul says: “He who is united to the L ord becomes one spirit with him” (1 Cor 6:17).

11. Thefirst novelty of biblical faith consists, as we have seen, in itsimage of God. The second, essentially
connected to this, is found in the image of man. The biblical account of creation speaks of the solitude of
Adam, the first man, and God's decision to give him a helper. Of all other creatures, not one is capable of
being the hel per that man needs, even though he has assigned a nameto all the wild beasts and birds and
thus made them fully a part of hislife. So God forms woman from the rib of man. Now Adam finds the
helper that he needed: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). Here one might
detect hints of ideas that are also found, for example, in the myth mentioned by Plato, according to which
man was originally spherical, because he was complete in himself and self-sufficient. But as a punishment
for pride, he was split in two by Zeus, so that now he longs for his other half, striving with all his being to
possess it and thus regain hisintegrity.[8] While the biblical narrative does not speak of punishment, the
ideais certainly present that man is somehow incomplete, driven by nature to seek in another the part that
can make him whole, the idea that only in communion with the opposite sex can he become “complete”.
The biblical account thus concludes with a prophecy about Adam: “ Therefore a man leaves his father and
his mother and cleaves to his wife and they become one flesh” (Gen 2:24).

Two aspects of this are important. First, eros is somehow rooted in man's very nature; Adam is a seeker,
who “abandons his mother and father” in order to find woman; only together do the two represent complete
humanity and become “one flesh”. The second aspect is equally important. From the standpoint of creation,
eros directs man towards marriage, to a bond which is unique and definitive; thus, and only thus, does it
fulfil its deepest purpose. Corresponding to the image of a monotheistic God is monogamous marriage.
Marriage based on exclusive and definitive love becomes the icon of the relationship between God and his
people and vice versa. God's way of loving becomes the measure of human love. This close connection
between eros and marriage in the Bible has practically no equivalent in extra-biblical literature.

Jesus Christ — the incarnate love of God

12. Though up to now we have been speaking mainly of the Old Testament, nevertheless the profound
compenetration of the two Testaments as the one Scripture of the Christian faith has already become
evident. The real novelty of the New Testament lies not so much in new ideas asin the figure of Christ
himself, who gives flesh and blood to those concepts—an unprecedented realism. In the Old Testament, the
novelty of the Bible did not consist merely in abstract notions but in God's unpredictable and in some sense
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unprecedented activity. This divine activity now takes on dramatic form when, in Jesus Christ, it is God
himself who goesin search of the “stray sheep”, a suffering and lost humanity. When Jesus speaksin his
parables of the shepherd who goes after the lost sheep, of the woman who looks for the lost coin, of the
father who goes to meet and embrace his prodigal son, these are no mere words: they constitute an
explanation of hisvery being and activity. His death on the Cross is the culmination of that turning of God
against himself in which he gives himself in order to raise man up and save him. Thisislovein its most
radical form. By contemplating the pierced side of Christ (cf. 19:37), we can understand the starting-point
of this Encyclical Letter: “God islove’ (1 Jn 4:8). It isthere that this truth can be contemplated. It isfrom
there that our definition of love must begin. In this contemplation the Christian discovers the path along
which hislife and love must move.

13. Jesus gave this act of oblation an enduring presence through his institution of the Eucharist at the Last
Supper. He anticipated his death and resurrection by giving his disciples, in the bread and wine, his very
self, his body and blood as the new manna (cf. Jn 6:31-33). The ancient world had dimly perceived that
man's real food—what truly nourishes him as man—is ultimately the Logos, eternal wisdom: this same
Logos now truly becomes food for us—as love. The Eucharist draws usinto Jesus' act of self-oblation.
More than just statically receiving the incarnate Logos, we enter into the very dynamic of his self-giving.
The imagery of marriage between God and Israel is now realized in away previously inconceivable: it had
meant standing in God's presence, but now it becomes union with God through sharing in Jesus' self-gift,
sharing in his body and blood. The sacramental “mysticism”, grounded in God's condescension towards us,
operates at aradically different level and lifts usto far greater heights than anything that any human
mystical elevation could ever accomplish.

14. Here we need to consider yet another aspect: this sacramental “mysticism” issocia in character, for in
sacramental communion | become one with the Lord, like al the other communicants. As Saint Paul says,
“Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we al partake of the one bread” (1 Cor
10:17). Union with Christ is also union with all those to whom he gives himself. | cannot possess Christ
just for myself; I can belong to him only in union with all those who have become, or who will become, his
own. Communion draws me out of myself towards him, and thus also towards unity with all Christians. We
become “one body”, completely joined in asingle existence. Love of God and love of neighbour are now
truly united: God incarnate draws us al to himself. We can thus understand how agape aso became aterm
for the Eucharist: there God's own agape comes to us bodily, in order to continue his work in us and
through us. Only by keeping in mind this Christological and sacramental basis can we correctly understand
Jesus teaching on love. The transition which he makes from the Law and the Prophets to the twofold
commandment of love of God and of neighbour, and his grounding the whole life of faith on this central
precept, is not smply a matter of morality—something that could exist apart from and alongside faith in
Christ and its sacramental re-actualization. Faith, worship and ethos are interwoven as asingle reality
which takes shape in our encounter with God's agape. Here the usual contraposition between worship and
ethics simply falls apart. “Worship” itself, Eucharistic communion, includes the reality both of being loved
and of loving othersin turn. A Eucharist which does not pass over into the concrete practice of loveis
intrinsically fragmented. Conversely, as we shall have to consider in greater detail below, the
“commandment” of love isonly possible because it is more than a requirement. Love can be “commanded’
because it has first been given.

15. This principle is the starting-point for understanding the great parables of Jesus. The rich man (cf. Lk
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16:19-31) begs from his place of torment that his brothers be informed about what happens to those who
simply ignore the poor man in need. Jesus takes up this cry for help as awarning to help usreturn to the
right path. The parable of the Good Samaritan (cf. Lk 10:25-37) offers two particularly important
clarifications. Until that time, the concept of “neighbour” was understood as referring essentially to one's
countrymen and to foreigners who had settled in the land of Israel; in other words, to the closely-knit
community of asingle country or people. This limit is now abolished. Anyone who needs me, and whom |
can help, is my neighbour. The concept of “neighbour” is now universalized, yet it remains concrete.
Despite being extended to all mankind, it is not reduced to a generic, abstract and undemanding expression
of love, but calls for my own practical commitment here and now. The Church has the duty to interpret ever
anew this relationship between near and far with regard to the actual daily life of her members. Lastly, we
should especially mention the great parable of the Last Judgement (cf. Mt 25:31-46), in which love
becomes the criterion for the definitive decision about a human life's worth or lack thereof. Jesus identifies
himself with those in need, with the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and those in prison.
“Asyou did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40). Love of God and love
of neighbour have become one: in the least of the brethren we find Jesus himself, and in Jesus we find God.

Love of God and love of neighbour

16. Having reflected on the nature of love and its meaning in biblical faith, we are left with two questions
concerning our own attitude: can we love God without seeing him? And can love be commanded? Against
the double commandment of |ove these questions raise a double objection. No one has ever seen God, so
how could we love him? Moreover, love cannot be commanded; it is ultimately afeeling that is either there
or not, nor can it be produced by the will. Scripture seemsto reinforce the first objection when it states: “If
anyone says, ‘| love God,"' and hates his brother, heisaliar; for he who does not love his brother whom he
has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). But this text hardly excludes the love of God
as something impossible. On the contrary, the whole context of the passage quoted from the First Letter of
John shows that such love is explicitly demanded. The unbreakable bond between love of God and love of
neighbour is emphasized. One is so closely connected to the other that to say that we love God becomes a
lieif we are closed to our neighbour or hate him altogether. Saint John's words should rather be interpreted
to mean that love of neighbour is a path that |eads to the encounter with God, and that closing our eyesto
our neighbour also blinds usto God.

17. True, no one has ever seen God as heis. And yet God is not totally invisible to us; he does not remain
completely inaccessible. God loved us first, says the Letter of John quoted above (cf. 4:10), and this love of
God has appeared in our midst. He has become visible in as much as he “ has sent his only Son into the
world, so that we might live through him” (1 Jn 4:9). God has made himself visible: in Jesus we are able to
see the Father (cf. Jn 14:9). Indeed, God is visible in a number of ways. In the love-story recounted by the
Bible, he comes towards us, he seeks to win our hearts, all the way to the Last Supper, to the piercing of his
heart on the Cross, to his appearances after the Resurrection and to the great deeds by which, through the
activity of the Apostles, he guided the nascent Church along its path. Nor has the Lord been absent from
subsequent Church history: he encounters us ever anew, in the men and women who reflect his presence, in
hisword, in the sacraments, and especially in the Eucharist. In the Church's Liturgy, in her prayer, in the
living community of believers, we experience the love of God, we perceive his presence and we thus learn
to recognize that presence in our daily lives. He has loved us first and he continues to do so; we too, then,
can respond with love. God does not demand of us afeeling which we ourselves are incapabl e of
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